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Introduction 
The external and geographic pilgrimage[ ... ] was in profound relationship with an inner 
experience of continuity between the natural and the supernatural, between the sacred and 
the profane, between this world and the next: a continuity both in time and in space. 
-Thomas Merton, "From Pilgrimage to Crusade" 1 
I first encountered the poetry ofRobert Lax in high school, when I was a 
proofreader on the staff of the school' s literary journal. The journal ' s adviser, David 
Athey, who was also my creative writing instructor, told me we were lucky to receive a 
poem from Lax, an obscure but important poet who was friends with Thomas Merton and 
Jack Kerouac, and probably taught the Beats a thing or two. I was duly impressed, and 
excited to run across the poet again in Peter France' s book Hermits, the last chapter of 
which is devoted to Robert Lax. There were excerpts from Lax' s poetry and journals, and 
an interview with the man himself. It was later that year, 2000, that Athey told me Lax 
had just died. I noted the fact but did not feel much about it. It was only later that I would 
come to sorely regret the chance I missed to meet or at least correspond with the saintly 
poet, whose long life overlapped with mine for about sixteen years. 
Robert Lax was born November 30, 1915, to a Jewish family in Olean, a small 
town in upper-state New York. Olean is home to St. Bonaventure, a Catholic university 
where his mother occasionally took classes as an adult, so he was on friendly terms with 
the Jesuits growing up. He wrote even as a child, and edited a journal in high school 
1 Merton, Mystics and Zen Masters, p. 91. 
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before going on to Columbia University, where he joined the staff of the campus humor 
magazine, The Jester. The people he met there played a pivotal role in his development. 
One was Edward Rice, and another was Thomas Merton, with whom he instantly 
connected. They became best friends, and their letters glow with shared humor, hopes, 
and interests. The relatively few who do know ofLax often know of him through Merton, 
whose best-selling memoir The Seven Storey Mountain makes clear the influence Lax had 
on his friend's spiritual life. After they graduated from Columbia, Lax, Merton, and Rice 
spent the summer of 1939 at a cottage in Olean belonging to Lax' s brother-in-law, Benji 
Marcus. The three young men competed to see who could write a novel the fastest and 
grow the most impressive beard (Lax apparently won the latter contest) . The next 
summer they stayed in the cottage again, this time with more people, and the 
freewheeling intellectual and creative environment they created there has often drawn 
comparisons to the Beat movement that would grow up around Kerouac and Allen 
Ginsberg years later, another pair of friends who met at Columbia. 
Merton soon joined a monastery, but even after Lax converted to Catholicism in 
1943, he spent years searching for the life he was meant to lead; in Christian terms, his 
vocation. Writing would likely be a part of that life, but where and how? In the course of 
answering those questions, Lax bounced between the East Coast and Hollywood, New 
York and Europe, lived with a smuggler in France and traveled with circuses in Canada 
and Italy. He wrote his most well known work, a lyrical sequence of poems called The 
Circus of the Sun, about one of his tours with a circus. Afterwards he began moving to 
shorter and shorter lines, a minimalist style that he used for narrative in Port City: The 
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Marseille Diaries. Appropriately for his lifestyle, he was appointed Roving Editor of 
Jubilee, a Catholic magazine with a focus on the arts and ecumenism that was founded by 
his old classmate Ed Rice. In 1964 Lax finally settled in Greece, where he lived for the 
rest of his life (with a few short exceptions). When he became ill at the age of84, he went 
back to his hometown of Olean to be taken care ofby his family, and died there 
September 26, 2000. 
At the time of his death, Lax had attracted some attention with his poetry 
(especially from the school of concrete poets), but despite the interest shown in him by 
the likes of Robert Lowell, Marianne Moore, Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, and Denise 
Levertov, he has yet to attain the recognition he deserves as both a poet and a person. 
This thesis is meant (in a small way) to rectify this situation, by serving as the seed of 
future articles. These articles will hopefully call attention to the corpus of this remarkable 
man, a corpus that includes poetry, letters, journals, drawings, and photographs. Many 
have written about why Lax has remained so obscure (see, for instance, James Uebbing's 
wonderful introduction to the collection of Lax's work called Love Had a Compass) . The 
consensus is that his obscurity is undeserved even if it satisfied this humble writer, who 
effaced himself more and more in his poems in order to point to God, Whose Creation 
and grace Lax spent his life celebrating. 2 
This thesis will be a form of literary biography, looking at Lax's life and thought 
through letters, interviews, the accounts of others, and especially through his journals and 
2 The biographical info is drawn from a variety of sources, including Georigou, Sea and Sky and The Way 
of the Dreamcatcher, Spaeth's chronology in The ABCs of Robert Lax and Biddle's chronology in When 
Prophecy Still Had a Voice. 
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poetry. What concerns me is not only the effect his life had on his writing, but the effect 
his writing had on his life. I mentioned above that Lax deserves greater recognition as 
both poet and person; the two are unusually connected in his case. His poetry not only 
documents his life, it helped him to live it better. I believe that the purpose ofLax's 
writing is less aesthetic than efficacious; it was a form of self-discovery that allowed him 
to live a happier, fuller, and even longer life than he could have otherwise. Indeed, I 
believe that the value of his writing lies most of all in the help it can give us in our own 
lives. Its effects extend so far beyond those of ordinary poetry (which I will summarize as 
showing us the familiar as though for the first time, and reminding us we are not alone) 
that I believe it should not be placed in the canons of contemporary poetry with the likes 
of, for instance, Robert Lowell and William Carlos Williams. It should be assessed within 
the tradition of wisdom and praise literature upon which Lax draws. This tradition 
includes the psalms of David, the book of Job, the Tao Te Ching of Lao Tzu, the sayings 
of Chuang Tzu and of the Desert Fathers, and the writings of mystics like St. John of the 
Cross. In the untitled poem above, Lax speaks of winnowing literature for what will help 
us to live. His work often reads like the results of that winnowing. The merely stylish has 
been excised, and pure content-we might say "function"-is left. 
In this thesis, I will first examine Lax' s view of Creation-that is, ofthe world as 
God made it and as it is now. His view is most clearly presented in the early long 
sequence of poems called The Circus of the Sun, so analysis of this work and its sources 
in the Bible will form the core of Chapter One. It is the work ofLax's on which the most 
secondary literature has been written, but other writers have not gone into detaiJ about the 
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Scriptural sources of the sequence, or what it says about Lax' s understanding of the 
world around him. The next chapter will focus on the gap Lax felt between himself and 
the world. This gap was created by a spiritual and intellectual bent so strong it left little 
attention for the day-to-day business of living. This led to what might be called an 
inadvertent asceticism that was sometimes so extreme he was left crawling from 
malnutrition. The distance between himself and the physical world was a problem for 
Lax, because he believed the world was created by God and therefore holy. In Marseille, 
France, he had a vision that showed him a way into the world. This climax to years of 
wandering is recorded in Port City. Chapter Three will focus on Lax's residence in 
Greece, where he finally found a location in the physical world that matched his interior 
landscape. Attention will be paid to poems from a later collection called A Thing That Is. 
Paul Elie, in his fascinating joint biography The Life You Save May Be Your Own, states 
that Merton had a "spirituality of places and spaces."3 This might be said ofLax as well, 
who in the search for his vocation crossed the world, and wandered physically as he 
wondered interiorly. "Finding his place in the world" was a literal process, and his search 
ended at Patmos, the holy island in Greece where St. John wrote the Revelation. It is 
fitting that his spiritual journey was mirrored in the physical world, because Lax believed 
that the spirit was not divorced from matter, and that the divine was part of the world in a 
profoundly literal sense. Lax found he could best observe the divine at work in nature and 
people on Patmos, where he said there was "no great conflict [ ... ] between the outer 
3 Elie, The Life You Save May be Your Own, p. 208. 
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landscape, and the inner. "4 It was a landscape in which he could see, touch, and talk to 
those "living symbols" that animated classical literature and his favorite poetry, the 
Psalms. 5 It was a landscape in which he could write psalms of his own. He believed all 
Creation was meant to praise God, and artists most of all . While he believed with Merton 
that "everything that is, is holy,"6 he had to find a place where he could fee/ the truth of 
that. Patmos was such a place. It was his unfallen Eden. 
As has been often pointed out (by Peter France especially, and by Lax himself), 
his home on Patmos was a kind of hermitage in which he found the solitude necessary for 
him to write-to engage in dialogue with himself As he reiterated again and again, this 
writing was done first of all for himself, and only secondarily for a wider audience. 
Nonetheless, I believe a wider audience will benefit by knowing his wotk, and of the life 
behind the work. Although Lax was a humble man who did not seek fame or lead a 
public life, his life cannot help being of interest to others in its singularity, and in the way 
it illustrates all the principles animating his poetry. S. T. Georgiou, in his book of 
interviews with Lax and his dissertation on the poet, has helped bring the man to life for 
those not fortunate enough to know him personally. This thesis will, in places, overlap 
with his work; I hope the imbrication will not be redundant, but help to more fully flesh 
out our picture ofLax. This thesis will not attempt a definitive overview ofLax' s life or 
work. Georgiou has already done that in his dissertation, and there is a forthcoming joint 
biography by James Harford of Merton, Lax, and Rice, called Merton and Friends. In this 
4 The ABCs of Robert Lax, pp. 20, 21. 
5 Ibid, p. 54. 
6 Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 20. 
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thesis I aim only to present an interpretative framework that sheds light on why Lax made 
some of the choices he did, both on the page and in life. My primary argument is that Lax 
believed in the holiness of the physical world, but had to fight his propensity for the 
abstract and immaterial in order to appreciate and praise God as He is revealed in His 
Creation. Lax and his faith were not of the world, but he aimed to obey the injunction of 
Jesus to his disciples to be in the world-fully. 
In The Seven Storey Mountain, Thomas Merton wrote that the decision to write 
his master' s thesis on William Blake was providential. Studying a Christian poet who 
punctured many of the misapprehensions under which Merton himself then labored 
helped to clarify the young man' s thinking. Thus, his scholarly work pushed him farther 
along the spiritual path that famously led to a Trappist monastery. I hope writing a thesis 
on the Christian poet who was Merton' s best friend will not merely increase my academic 
knowledge but also help my own spirit to grow. The example Lax set in both his poetry 
and his saintly life must, I feel, be profitable to study as I decide what paths to take in my 
own life. I hope, of course, that the study will also be profitable (and even interesting!) to 
my readers. One last note: this thesis is obviously susceptible to the charge of 
hagiography; I do not consider this a defect. I know of few contemporary people more 
deserving of the treatment, and besides, the world needs all the holiness it can get. 
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Chapter One: Were You There? 
And he spake three thousand proverbs: and his songs were a thousand and five . And he 
spake of trees, from the cedar tree that is in Lebanon even unto the hyssop that springeth 
out of the wall: he spake also of beasts, and of fowl, and of creeping things, and of fishes. 
-I Kings 4:32, 33 ; written of Solomon7 
The work for which Robert Lax is most often remembered is The Circus of the 
Sun, first published in its entirety in 1959. It is a long sequence of poems based on his 
travels in Canada ten years earlier with the Cristiani Brothers Circus, which starred 
acrobats performing on horseback. He met the Cristiani family around 1944 when he 
accompanied a friend interviewing them for the Talk of the Town section of the New 
Yorker . He knew immediately that the family would change his life. He stayed in contact 
with them and years later met up with the circus around Winnipeg to do a book on them, 
not yet knowing it would be a book of poetry; he was planning something more 
journalistic. 8 But perhaps it was inevitable that his circus-book turned into poetry, since 
he later said that traveling with the Cristianis was "a lyrical experience."9 The Circus of 
the Sun takes place over a single day as the circus arrives in a new town, the big top is 
raised, animals roar, acrobats and jugglers perform, and everything gets taken down again 
and moves on. The circus is a metaphor for the Creation of the world in these poems, 
which are replete with Biblical imagery, phrasing, and theology. The Hebrew Bible is the 
predominant source (Genesis, Job, Psalms, Proverbs), although Lax also draws on the 
7 Unless otheiWi.se noted, all Biblical quotations and verse references are from the King James Version. 
8 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, p. 436, 437. 
9 Georgiou, The Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 140. 
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first chapter of the Gospel of John. This is unsurprising for a few reasons: most accounts 
of the Creation in the Christian Bible are in the Old Testament; Lax was himself Jewish 
and therefore steeped in the tradition and literature of the Hebrew Bible from an early 
age; and the preponderance of actual poetry in Scripture is found there, making it a more 
fitting model for his poems than the narratives and epistles of the New Testament. To 
understand the vision of Creation in The Circus of the Sun, we must understand its 
sources in Scripture. And understanding Robert Lax' s vision of Creation is integral to 
understanding the man and his life. 
The Hebrew Bible begins when God created the heavens and the earth. But there 
is a passage in Proverbs that seems to begin a little earlier. This passage, from which the 
epigraph of The Circus of the Sun comes, is spoken by Wisdom, which in Proverbs is 
personified as a woman. The epigraph, as Lax printed it, runs: 
I was set up from eternity, 
and of old, 
before the earth was made: 
The depths were not as yet 
and I was already conceived, 
neither had the fountains of waters 
as yet sprung out, 
The mountains with their huge bulk 
had not yet been established; 
before the hills 
I was brought forth; 
He had not yet made the earth, 
nor the rivers, 
nor the poles of the world: 
when he prepared the heavens, 
15 
I was there. 10 
By breaking these verses (Proverbs 8:23-27) into shorter lines and changing a few words, 
Lax begins to recast Scripture as his own poetry, which he does more completely in the 
body of Ihe Circus of the Sun. The words of the epigraph are taken directly from Douay-
Rheims, the standard Catholic translation of the day, with two exceptions. In one place, 
Lax has changed "as yet" to "yet," a less awkward and more economical updating to 
modem English. And in the last stanza of the epigraph, Lax has "I was there" for "I was 
present." 11 The single, accented syllable "there" makes for a stronger ending than 
"present" (in which the last syllable is unaccented). This also explains why Lax has used 
only half of the verse, cutting it off with a period: "I was there" is a forceful affirmation 
ofWisdom' s presence at Creation, an indication ofhow important Lax considered 
Wisdom. The second half of the verse runs, "when with a certain law and compass he 
enclosed the depths", the inclusion of which would make the epigraph anticlimactic. 
But cutting off the verse also gives Lax his point of departure. After the epigraph 
is a single sentence acting as a motto for the sequence, 12 and then a longer poem that 
starts out: "In the beginning (in the beginning oftime to say the least) there were the 
compasses: whirling in void their feet traced out beginnings and endings, beginning and 
end in a single line" . These compasses (which are an original addition to the story of 
Creation by Lax) might have been suggested by the part of the verse Lax left out of the 
10 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 51. 
11 This is one word away Douay-Rheims, but identical to the King James Version, at which Lax also 
looked. 
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"Sometimes we go on a search! and do not know what we are looking for,/ until we come again to our 
beginning" 
16 
epigraph: "when with a certain law and compass he enclosed the depths". In the verse, of 
course, "compass" means "perimeter," but in Lax' s version, "compasses" are the two-
legged instrument with which perfect circles are drawn. This creative misreading of the 
Bible makes the mysterious process by which God formed the world more concrete. Now 
God is like a mapmaker or an artist using a specific tool, rather than merely speaking 
things into existence. Although Lax uses the word "compass" in a different sense than the 
Bible does, the Bible certainly justifies his picturing God as a craftsman. There are many 
Scriptural references to God physically making the world. God's speech to Job out of the 
whirlwind is perhaps the most important source for Lax's vision of Creation, certainly for 
its imagery and rhetoric. In it, God mentions laying the foundations of the earth, 
stretching the (measuring) line on it, laying its cornerstone, and setting bars and doors for 
the sea and making its garment of cloud.13 So God is not only the architect of Creation 
but contractor and even tailor. 
The next long poem after the compass-poem uses some of these descriptions of 
God to describe the real physical work of setting up the circus, which Lax witnessed 
again and again as he traveled with the Cristianis. It begins with rhetorical questions, just 
as God' s speech to Job does: "Have you seen my circus?/ Have you known such a thing?/ 
Did you get up in the early morning and see the wagons pull into town?[ .. . ] Were you 
there when it was set up?" That last question is exactly what God demands of Job: 
"Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth?" One verse of the poem 
combines the questioning structure of the speech in Job with an image from Genesis 1:2. 
13 Job 38:4-10 
17 
Lax's "Were you there when the morning moved over the grasses?" echoes the Torah's 
"And the Spirit of God moved upon the face ofthe waters." (The sun is a recurrent 
symbol for God, as the title suggests, and the empty field where the circus is set up 
represents the void of Genesis in which God creates.) The poem ends with these verses: 
Were you there when we stretched out the line, 
When we rolled out the sky, 
When we set up the firmament? 
Were you there when the morning stars 
Sang together 
And all the sons of God shouted for joy? 
This is the most direct echo of the Book of Job, in which God asks, "who hath stretched 
the line upon [the earth's foundations ... ] When the morning stars sang together, and all 
the sons of God shouted for joy?" "The line," which was basically a measuring tape in 
Job, has become the rope from which the big top hangs. As with "compass," Lax has 
used the wording of the Bible but changed the meaning slightly for the sake of a more 
vivid image. The last three lines of the poem, on the other hand, are taken from the Bible 
both body and soul. They are a direct quote, not from Douay-Rheims but from the King 
James Version, and they aptly describe Lax's own role as the writer of The Circus of the 
Sun, which is to celebrate the beauty and majesty of God's creation, as the angels did 
originally. This is why "Sang together" has a short line to itself and is set farther from the 
margin than the rest of the lines. 14 It emphasizes the importance of"singing," a word that 
14 This line from The Circus of the Sun is indented in Love Had a Compass, but not in Circus Days and 
Nights and the originall959 edition of The Circus of the Sun from Journeyman Press; in all cases, 
however, "Sang together" has a line to itself. 
18 
Lax often uses in the sense of"writing poetry." 15 The word "together" also draws 
attention to the communal aspect of the celebration, and indeed Lax uses a collective 
voice in many of the poems in the sequence. The identity ofthis "we," though, seems to 
shift from poem to poem: sometimes, as in the verses quoted above, it is the people who 
make up the circus speaking with one voice, and sometimes the "we" is not a participant 
at alL 
One of these passages, in the "morning" section of The Circus of the Sun (the 
sequence is divided into chronological sections), affirms the presence of witnesses to the 
circus' s microcosmic Creation: "We have known these things from the beginning of the 
morning, for we woke early. We rose and came to the field." 16 Lax himself was part of 
this "we" that watched the circus go up. In an interview with Arthur Biddle, Lax states, 
"my father used to take me to the circus, when the circus pulled into town on these trains 
and out in the fields [ .... ] any descriptions of morning in the circus were memories of 
that." 17 The idea that the speakers of the poem have knowledge of"these things" because 
they rose early echoes a verse just before the passage Lax selected as his epigraph, in 
which Wisdom says, "I love them that love me; and those that seek me early shall find 
me."
18 So the poem is based literally on Lax's childhood experiences but fits them into a 
Biblical framework, where the element of autobiography is effaced in favor of an 
15 See, for instance, Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 92 and p. 193 . In an interview, Lax said, "Poetry is about 
song. That' s really where language may have evolved from. People saw how beautiful that first garden was, 
and they sang." Georgiou, Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 139. 
16 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 61. 
17 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 436. 
18 Proverbs 8:17. The Psalms, from which Lax read daily, also encourage awaking early (Psalm 56:9, 
107:3). 
19 
anonymous witness. 19 This poem clearly puts forth the central metaphor of The Circus of 
the Sun, beginning, "We have seen all the days of creation in one day," and running 
through a summary of Genesis 1 ("we heard Him say: Let there be light. And we heard 
Him say: Let the firmament be; and water, and dry land, herbs, creeping things, cattle and 
men") . The metaphorical character ofthe circus is explained, almost as allegory: "we saw 
the rising of the tent and we have known how it was in the beginning"; "the creation of 
men: the waking of acrobats." And indeed, the acrobats awake in the next poem of the 
sequence. If the poem about "all the days of creation in one day" explains the purpose of 
The Circus of the Sun, the poem about the waking of the acrobats explains the purpose of 
Creation itself, and of the human race in particular: 
The circus is a song of praise, 
A song of praise unto the Lord. 
The acrobats, His chosen people, 
Rejoice forever in His love. 
The subject ofLax's poem is Creation; which is to say, his subject is the entire visible 
universe. And the universe is itself a poem, "a song of praise unto the Lord." So, much 
like Genesis 1 (in which plants are made for animals to eat and stars are made for signs), 
Lax's view of Creation is teleologicaL The world has a purpose, a characteristic function: 
praising God. And though Lax pays particular attention to the acrobats, he first represents 
the rest of God's creatures.Z0 
19 I am influenced here by a wonderful discussion in James Uebbing' s introduction to Love Had a Compass 
of Lax' s "reticence of tone" as a witness, and how his poetry is devoid of "self-expression" (as it is 
commonly understood) . 
20 Throughout this thesis, I will use "creature" in the technical theological sense of a creation of God's. 
20 
Loosely following the chronology of Genesis 1, Lax mentions vegetation after the 
big top (or firmament) is established, specifically "timothy grass,/ water-filled young 
shoots up from the early ground aspiring" . 21 The shoots of grass are also "playing" and 
"peering at light on the field. " They are not only observed by the poet but observe the 
circus being set up themselves. In his poems and journals, Lax often grants consciousness 
and agency to plants, even to inanimate objects like rocks. In this respect, Thomas 
Merton's description of the ancient Taoist sage Chuang Tzu can be accurately applied to 
Merton's friend Lax as well. In the introduction to his reinterpretations of Chuang Tzu' s 
sayings (published six years after The Circus of the Sun), Merton wrote that the ancient 
author possessed a "cosmic humility [ ... that responds] with boundless vitality and joy to 
all living beings. It manifests itself everywhere by a Franciscan simplicity and 
connaturality with all living creatures. "22 Lax had the same sort of humility, which may 
be glimpsed over and over in poems and journals. In the same poem that mentions the 
aspiring timothy grass, men "on hand as witnesses" notice there is something wrong with 
the camel: 
"Moulting, I guess." 
Inwardly she weeps. 
Lax immediately opposes the real state of the camel' s spirits to the guess of a human 
outsider, thus suggesting the personality or even soul of what most humans consider a 
mere beast. If it is objected that Lax's description of her inward weeping is just another 
2 1 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 57 
22 Merton, The Way of Chuang Tzu , p. 27. 
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human guess, one ofMerton's Chuang Tzu stories may be used in the poet's defense?3 In 
Merton' s version of the story, Chuang Tzu and a logician are walking beside a river and 
observe the fish jumping in it. Chuang Tzu says that the leaping of the fish "is their 
happiness." The logician asks how he can know what the fishes feel if he is not himself a 
fish. After some beating around the bush, the sage finally answers, 
"I know the joy of fishes 
In the river 
Through my own joy, as I go walking 
Along the same river." 
It is an answer that sheds so much light on Lax's view of God' s creatures that it might 
have been written with him in mind. This is why I must disagree with S. T. Georgiou' s 
interpretation of the grass as a metaphor for the circus' s human audience, which he 
suggests is an allusion to Job 5:25 and I Peter 1:24.24 IfLax had these Biblical 
comparisons of humans to grass in mind when he wrote from the point of view of the 
timothy grass, then it would have been only in that spirit of"connaturality" Merton 
describes Chuang Tzu as possessing. Lax does not merely install his own melancholy in 
the camel or his own aspirations in the grass. Rather, he senses (or at least believes he 
senses) the sadness of the camel and the straining upward of the grass because it is akin 
to his own. The relationship of human to grass is not one of allegory, as Georgiou 
suggests, but of fraternity, as when St. Francis addresses "brother wirid" and "sister 
moon" in his Canticle of the Sun. (The poet Denise Levertov has very rightly pointed out 
23 Merton, The Way of Chuang Tzu, p. 97, 98. 
24 Georgiou, Sea and Sky, p. 89. 
22 
the "kinship" of Canticle of the Sun and The Circus of the Sun.)25 Elsewhere in the same 
dissertation, Georgiou notes that Lax "repeatedly wrote the Psalms into his journals, 
particularly Psalm 103 (Praise for God and His Creation)" .26 Like St. Francis, Lax drew 
not only poetically but theologically on this treasury of religious poetry while composing 
his own songs of praise. Francis and Lax both took seriously verses like the imperative to 
"Praise the LORD from the earth, ye dragons, and all deeps: Fire, and hail; snow, and 
vapours; stormy wind fulfilling his word: Mountains, and all hills; fruitful trees, and all 
cedars: Beasts, and all cattle; creeping things, and flying fowl: Kings ofthe earth, and all 
people" 27 Not just humans but animals, plants, and the very elements of fire, water, 
earth, and air are enjoined to praise their Creator. This same idea of the purpose of 
Creation is expressed in a poem ofLax's published in Jubilee in 1957, in which he 
writes: 
All that exists 
Can turn to prayer: 
Even the water, 
Even the air [ .... ]28 
Thus, both the poet and his subject are engaged in the same project of praising God. He 
calls to mind the beginning of those famous Confessions in which St. Augustine writes to 
God, "yet would man praise Thee; he, but a particle of Thy creation."29 As James 
Uebbing wrote in his introduction to Love Had a Compass, Lax is a religious poet not 
25 The ABCs of Robert Lax, p. 181. 
26 Georgiou, Sea and Sky, p. 65, note 38. This is Psalm 103 in Catholic and Eastern Orthodox Bibles, Psalm 
104 in Protestant Bibles such as the King James Version. 
27 Psalm 148:7-11. 
28 
"A song for Notre Dame de la Garde Marseille," Jubilee, March, 1957, p. 44. 
29 St. Augustine, Confessions, Book I: http://pd.sparknotes.com/philosophy/confessionsaug/sectionl.html 
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merely in his style, but because "for him artistic creation [ ... ] is a participation in a 
process that was already in motion long before he arrived on the scene. "30 Lax is singing 
together with the morning stars, the sons of God, and even with the timothy grass. 
So though some of the diction, imagery, and questions may be from the Book of 
Job, the spirit of The Circus of the Sun is closer to Psalms of praise. In fact, the tone in 
which Lax asks the questions is radically different from that in which they were asked in 
Job. Part of the reason for this difference in tone, of course, is that in Job it was God 
asking the questions. As Uebbing pointed out in regard to the compass-poem, the reader 
is not given "the voice of God" in the poem but rather of a witness to His Creation. When 
God asks Job where he was while the foundations of the earth were being laid, the tone of 
His rhetorical question is sarcastic. God knows very well where Job was: he was many, 
many generations away from being born. God' s questions, and the catalog ofHis 
wonders, are a rebuke to Job's impertinence in questioning the plan of the Creator of the 
universe. (They are also a rebuke to Job' s friends for thinking they have the authority to 
explain God's justice.) God' s speech provokes the appropriate response from poor, put-
upon Job: an admission that he does not and cannot know what God knows, followed by 
humble silence. On the other hand, when the anonymous speaker ofLax' s poem asks, 
"Were you there when we stretched out the line,/ When we rolled out the sky,/ When we 
set up the firmament?" the tone is one of hushed reverence, of wonder for God' s works 
rather than indignation that His wisdom could be questioned. There are certainly no 
attempts to justify God such as Job' s blowhard friends made. God called His Creation 
30 Love Had a Compass, p. xvii, xviii. 
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"good", and Lax seems to be in complete agreement. Merton wrote that Lax had from the 
cradle an affinity for Job?1 We see here that the affinity is for the humbled Job who has 
had God's wisdom revealed, not the doubtful and despairing Job of chapters 2-37. So 
while Lax's catalog of wonders might also inspire silence, it is a wonderstruck and joyful 
silence rather than the abashed or shamefaced silence of those reprimanded for darkening 
"counsel by words without knowledge". 32 
One of the reasons Lax does not attempt a theodicy like that of Job's friends is 
that there is nothing like Job's misfortunes to call one forth. A camel may weep inwardly 
or a circus performer may worry about his teeth, 33 but there seems to be little suffering, 
justified or not, among the wonders of the circus. In fact, Lax's vision of Creation is 
Edenic. This is explicit in a couple of places. In one short poem, the circus collectively 
says, 
Our dreams have tamed the lions, 
have made pathways in the jungle, 
peaceful lakes; they have built new 
Edens ever-sweet and ever-changing 
By day from town to town we carry 
Eden in our tents and bring its won-
ders to the children who have lost 
their dream of home. 34 
The circus is a world either before the fall to sin or one that has recovered from sin as 
from a deadly disease-a world in which the original harmony of Creation still prevails. 
Nowhere is this clearer than in his use of animal images from Job. God taunts Job with 
31 Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain, p. 181. 
32 Job 38:2. 
33 Ibid, p. 57. 
34 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 76. 
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the power of animals that will obey God but not humans, like the rhinoceros. God asks if 
the animal is "willing to serve thee, or abide by thy crib?" or "will he harrow the valleys 
after thee" like a beast ofburden?35 The answer, of course, is no. The rhinoceros cannot 
be tamed; he answers only to God. A little later, God brings up "behemoth, which I made 
with thee;" that is, created just as humans were. This huge animal "eateth grass as an ox" 
despite all the fearsome power contained in a "tail like a cedar" and bones "like bars of 
iron." This grass-eating monster is another of God's wonders, a testament to His mastery 
of all things. "Surely", God continues, "the mountains bring him forth food, where all the 
beasts of the field play."36 A note in the Douay-Rheims text ofthe Bible explains the 
Hebrew word translated "behemoth" as signifying "in general an animal; but many 
authors explain, that here it is put for the elephant." Lax picks up on this suggestion of 
the Catholic Church in his description of the circus being set up in the early morning. It is 
the elephants who move the heavy columns that will hold up the big top, twisting "their 
trunks around/ the tent poles lifting lightly".37 The otherness ofbehemoth that was 
emphasized in Job is turned to cooperation here, the circus benefiting from the great 
strength of its animal members. While God knew Job could not hitch a rhinoceros to a 
plow, Lax shows a comparable feat being accomplished in the Eden of the circus. God 
also told Job about the terrible courage of the horse in wartime, the horse that "goeth on 
to meet the armed men" and "mocketh at fear. " The horse "saith among the trumpets, Ha, 
ha," a memorable image Lax lightly calls to mind in describing one ofthe Cristianis' 
35 Job 39:9-12. 
36 Job 40 :15-20. 
37 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 57. 
26 
acrobatic acts. This act includes horses, whose entrance into the ring is accompanied by 
"a flourish oftrumpets."38 Though the echo of Job is faint here, I think it safe to say the 
parallel would have occurred to Lax, steeped as he was in these accounts of Creation 
while writing The Circus of the Sun. The difference between the Biblical image and 
Lax's is worth remarking. God pictured a warhorse among warriors and swords and 
trumpets, whereas in Lax's vision the horse and trumpets are both part of the circus. They 
do not herald death, but celebrate life. The circus is an Eden like the mountains "where 
all the beasts of the field play", and the lion, if it does not lay down with the lamb, at least 
refrains from mauling its trainer. This is demonstrated in the short "midway" section of 
The Circus of the Sun. The section consists ofthree poems, all centered on animal acts. In 
one, the lion-trainer has a professional understanding with his charge and only feigns fear 
for the audience. In another, "a wash of small white dogs" jump through hoops at the 
behest ofthe "Girl in white ten-gallon hat" . And the first poem's title, "Snake Charmer," 
is self-explanatory. As the short poem quoted above said, the Eden of the circus has 
"tamed the lions" and in it snakes are themselves charmed, rather than charming humans 
as the one in Genesis 2 so infamously did. 
The circus, then, does not stand for the entire world as it is now. After all, it 
brings the wonders ofEden to "children who have lost/ their dream of home." The circus 
stands rather for the world as it was first created, and as it can be once again. It is a seed 
of perfection in the world. For Lax, Eden is in reach. The world before the Fall, the one 
God pronounced "good," has not been lost forever. This original harmony and innocence 
38 Ibid, p. 67. 
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can be recaptured, both by appreciating what remains uncorrupted and by acting to re-
create the world in the same spirit in which God transformed chaos into order. These are 
the twin missions ofLax' s life and works: to accept God's gift oflife and, as much as 
possible, to set things back in the order God assigned them in the first place. He variously 
articulated these missions in poems, journals, and letters, and made their fulfillment his 
life ' s work. One such articulation is in an open letter addressed to his best friend among 
the Cristianis, the young acrobat Mogador. 39 In it, Lax writes, 
Think, Mogador, of the freedom, in a world ofbondage, a world expelled from 
Eden; the freedom of the priest, the artist, and the acrobat. In a world of men 
condemned to earn their bread by the sweat of their brows, the liberty of those 
who, like the lilies of the field, live by playing. For playing is like Wisdom before 
the face of the Lord. Their play is praise. Their praise is prayer. This play, like the 
ritual gestures of the priest, is characterized by grace; Heavenly grace unfolding, 
flowering and reflected in the physical grace of the player. [ ... ]We are wanderers 
in the earth, but only a few of us in each generation have discovered the life of 
charity, the living from day to day, receiving our gifts gratefully through grace, 
and rendering them, multiplied through grace, to the giver. 
Thus, artist, priest, and performer praise God by organizing life as harmoniously as in the 
Garden ofEden. While God had the entire universe for a canvas, humans imitate Him on 
a smaller scale. The Eden they create may be confined under the big top, inside a 
cathedral, or on a page. A poem in yet another of his circus sequences (Voyage to 
Pescara, about traveling with a circus in Europe in 1951) suggests that art and ritual help 
people to appreciate the outside world better. In this poem, he again equates performers 
with priests and says that they give their audience "the life/ of outside/ concentrated/ and/ 
39 This letter was originally in another group of writings about the circus, calledMogador 's Book, which he 
wrote around the same time as The Circus of the Sun . (The letter was used as a postscript to The Circus of 
the Sun when the latter was reprinted in Love Had a Compass.) Ibid, pp. 95, 96 . 
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perfected,/ thus/ refocusing them/ for another look/ at a world/ whose pattern they had 
lost/ a world/ before whose/ multiplicity/ their eyes/ had/ grown/ dim."40 Art is 
efficacious in this formulation, working a change in the audience, focusing them so they 
will be more attentive, almost healing the blind-but not so they can just look at more art. 
If art is important, even more important is "the life of outside," without which neither art 
nor artist could exist. 
And what is the nature of this life, as Lax saw it? The most important thing about 
it is its holiness. It is the work of that first Artist, who crafted firmament and elephant 
alike. This makes it worthy of attention, makes it sacred. Later in life, Lax wrote a very 
short poem that runs, "(life)/ is/ not/ hoV y/1 bel cause/ it/ is// beau/ til fuV/ it/ is/ beau/ til 
fuV/ bel cause/ it/ is// hol/ y" .41 Simple as it is, the poem makes a bold claim, setting forth 
a point of view that distinguishes Lax from the vast majority of modern artists. James 
Uebbing understood this when he wrote about Lax's relationship to "elements of the 
created world [ .... ]Like every artist he makes his use of them, but unlike most he 
acknowledges that they do not belong to him. They find their origin elsewhere." It is this 
origin that makes men and landscapes worth mentioning at all, this origin that gives them 
the beauty artists commemorate. Christians have often opposed matter and spirit, flesh 
and soul, but for Lax it is a false dichotomy. In reality they are integrated, which is why 
so lowly an object as a stone has its own reason for being and its own value. Lax' s Jewish 
upbringing may have been formative in this respect, since Judaism does not condemn 
flesh and matter in the Christianity often has. The tiniest pebble is holy, because God 
40 Lax, Circus Days and Nights, p. 128. 
4 1 Lax, A Thing That Is, p. 47. 
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formed it. Merton had earlier summed up this attitude in the name of the first chapter of 
Seeds of Contemplation, "Everything that is, is Holy" . In it, he asks rhetorically whether 
the love that saints bore for God could be "compatible with a hatred for things that 
reflected Him and spoke ofHim on every side."42 The saint is rather the person most 
truly able to appreciate the beauty of created things, because he "knows that the world 
and everything made by God is good". This is why Lax equates Heavenly grace with 
physical grace in the letter to Mogador. 
That grace is seen as cyclic in the letter, which for Lax is the way God meant it to 
be. Artists and acrobats are to accept God' s gift of grace and to give it back to Him in 
their performance, which should be dedicated first of all to God, and only secondarily to 
the human audience. Lax wrote to Merton in 1950 that a "kind ofheresy about art is 
getting a grip on the popular imagination again, esp in movies and probably in radio and 
comic books; the idea that an artist (usually ballet dancer) must sacrifice everything, most 
notably natural love, for his art. this is fine, but says no word ofwho he must sacrifice his 
art to". 43 (I will follow Arthur Biddle' s editorial lead by not standardizing spelling or 
punctuation in my quotations from Lax' s and Merton's letters.) Two paragraphs down in 
the same letter, he mentions having "quite a few words now on the acrobat book," which 
became The Circus of the Sun. So as he wrote of the graceful performances of the 
Cristianis, which he believed gave glory to God, he was trying to do the same thing in his 
own performance on the page. Like the Psalmist, he wanted to testify to the beauty and 
majesty of God by describing the wonders ofHis creatures, among which were the 
42 Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, pp. 20-23 . 
43 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 114. 
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acrobats. The poem "Acrobat's Song" is about the high-wire act's secret audience, "Seen 
or unseen/ in a shield of light,/ at the tent top/ where rays stream in/ watching the 
pinwheel/ turns of the players." It is a beautiful and vivid image of the divine, as the sun, 
peeking in through the hole at the top of the tent. Soon the speaker ofthe poem names 
this audience, addressing Her as "Lady" and telling her "we are Thy acrobats;/ jugglers;/ 
tumblers". The poem draws on the medieval miracle play about the Jongleur de Notre 
Dame, or Juggler of Our Lady, who had no gift to dedicate to a monastery's new statue of 
the Virgin Mary but his juggling. All night he juggled for her and her alone, and was 
rewarded when the statue miraculously showed him favor by wiping his brow or 
smiling. 44 The story appealed greatly to Lax, who actually wrote Merton about a plan to 
produce a film version with Mogador as the title character. 45 (Lax had worked for a little 
while in Hollywood as a screenwriter.) What he saw in the story, and in the circus 
generally, was summed up in his letter to Mogador as "the meaning of your expansive, 
outward arching gesture of the arm in the landing; the graceful rendering, the gratitude 
and giving." God, in His grace, gives the acrobat gifts (oflife, physical ability, love) to 
which the only appropriate response is thanksgiving. Thanks may take the form of prayer, 
juggling, poetry, even physical labor. The point is that it be dedicated first of all to God. 
Then the art or the work is holy. Thus a cycle of grace is established in the circus as God 
showers blessings on the performers and they play for God, and "their play is praise. "46 
44 <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki!Lejongleur_de_Notre-Dame> I am grateful to Jean Wilson, one of my 
professors, for pointing out the reference. 
45 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 112. 
46 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 95 
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The cyclic nature of grace is demonstrated not only in the center ring but in the 
natural world. Lax documents the process of grace in this "morning" passage from The 
Circus of the Sun: 
Morning is quiet over the field. Clouds hang over it close 
and full. The song of morning goes up from the grass; 
the sun receives and returns it to clouds, bending over the 
morning field, full of the song of the grass. 47 
This "song of morning" begins as that dew mentioned in the previous poem ("spheres of 
dew on spears of grass"). And how did the dew get there? "[T]he morning stars threw 
down their spears, and watered heaven ... " So the dew is a daily gift from above to the 
earth, like the manna God sent the Israelites. And in the poem, the earth itself must be 
that "heaven" watered by the morning stars. Thus earth and heaven are not only closer 
than one might think, but can even be identical. That Lax would call the dew evaporating 
from the earth, being received by the sun, and returning to the clouds "the song of 
morning" demonstrates again that for him, "all that exists/ can turn to prayer:/ even the 
water [ .... ]" The identification of water and grace is developed in an anonymous piece 
called "Water" that was published in Jubilee in 1956.48 It states that of all the basic 
elements, "water above all is more than symbolic of grace: it is an element of God's 
creation pre-ordained to carry grace to us" because it is the medium ofbaptism. Sins are 
washed away like dirt by water, which was also used by God to purify the earth of all but 
His chosen people in the Deluge, and again when the Egyptian army was drowned in the 
47 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 58. 
48 Jubilee, July/August, 1956, pp. 36, 37. I do not have proofthatLax wrote this piece, but the subject 
matter fits him perfectly. Even if Lax did not write it, I believe it mirrors ideas he held. 
32 
Red Sea after the Israelites crossed through safely. "Thus," it concludes, "clear, pure 
water, in constant motion, washing, nourishing, bringing to birth, is both instrument and 
symbol of God's saving grace." (Georgiou points out in Sea and Sky Lax's profound 
attachment to the sea, citing passages like the one in Lax' s Greek Journal about "a 
feeling, experienced by all the old men who swim daily, ofbeing reborn in the sea.")49 
Water's identity as a physical substance that is spiritually efficacious brings to mind 
Flannery O'Connor's retort to a lapsed Catholic who called the Eucharist a wonderful 
symbol: "Well, if it's a symbol, to hell with it."50 With the water ofbaptism, as with the 
Eucharist, the thing itself in all its materiality is of crucial importance. Matter is not to be 
dismissed in favor of heaven above, nor to be transformed by artist or theologian to mere 
symbol, but to be accepted for the good that it already is. 
Because this applies not only to objects but other people, it brings us to what 
might be called Lax' s morality, the way he understood sin and virtue. It is summed up at 
the beginning of that all-important letter to Mogador when he says, "I still haven't gotten 
to say the thing I want to say about you and the whole family. It is that, to a greater 
degree than almost anyone I know, you are what you are. You are an acrobat in a family 
of acrobats."51 Lax did not believe in a legalistic checklist ofDos and Don'ts, but that the 
right thing to do was different for different people. For the Cristianis, walking the straight 
and narrow meant walking a high wire. What Lax admired was not merely the mechanics 
of coordination and strength, but the grace with which they accomplished these "great 
49 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 215. 
50 Quoted in Elie, The Life You Save May Be Your Own, p. 176. 
51 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 95 . 
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and small" feats. Although their act was the result of a lifetime of training, the 
performance seemed effortless-as though somersaulting through a hoop while atop a 
running horse came naturally to them. William Packard points out the importance in The 
Circus of the Sun of'" lightness', a sort of spiritual grace in which these characters 
perform their practised craft." It is illustrated in that "lightness" of the lion-tamer 
escaping the lion (cited by Packard); and in the "semi-relaxed" state of a trapeze artist 
whose "toes almost touch the top of the tent;" and in the way one of the Cristianis can be 
catapulted from a teeter-board to a high chair and still sit "[r]elaxed as a rag doll,/ 
Gracious as a queen." 
The Cristianis make their performance, and whole way of life, seem as natural as 
a bird alighting on a branch, as though there were nothing accidental or incidental in any 
of their gestures. But it is rare to find such grace (such natural-seerningness, one might 
say) in the human world. This is why Lax was so struck by his first meeting with the 
Cristianis, though the family was simply talking, not performing. 52 In Seeds of 
Contemplation, Merton writes of the difficulty humans have in just being themselves, 
since they are ultimately meant to be more than merely human: they are meant to be 
saints. He writes of plants and animals, "God makes them what they are without 
consulting them," while humans on the other hand are left "free to be whatever we like. 
We can be ourselves or not, as we please. But the problem is this: since God alone 
possesses the secret of my identity, He alone can make me who I am or rather, He alone 
52 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice , ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 437. 
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can make me who I will be when I at last fully begin to be."53 Lax shared this belief in a 
secret of identity, the hidden truth ofwho a person was meant to be. (A psychologist like 
Maslow might use the term "self-actualization." Keats would call it the identity the Vale 
of Tears is meant to form.) Lax spoke more than once of the distance between a true self 
and a false self in a person, or, to use the terms he preferred, a deep self and a shallow 
self. 54 (Merton goes on to equate a person' s false selfwith being born into sin, a dogmatic 
position with which I doubt Lax would agree completely. Original sin is one Catholic 
concept the Jewish convert never seemed to completely absorb. He drew more on the 
Christian tradition of forbearing to judge that goes back to the refusal of Jesus to cast the 
first stone. In fact, he had a universalist streak; his belief in the love ofboth God and 
human was so strong that he could not imagine a complete reprobate, someone 
condemned to hell for eternity. 55) In 1957, Jubilee published an excerpt from the journal 
Lax kept in Marseille: "Whole place has an ancient Babylonian look as though it was an 
ageless city often violently purged but never killed because never totally bad, never 
hypocritica1."56 Lax sets up hypocrisy here as equivalent to "total badness," so while the 
originality of sin may not have been important to him, he certainly agreed with Merton' s 
equation of sin with a false self A decade or so after writing about Marseille, Lax wrote 
in his journal on the Greek island Kalyrnnos of "the [ship ]captains i like, & the people in 
general[ ... ] it is not that they are either 'good' or 'bad ': it is rather that they are fully 
alive, fully themselves, & that they, again the 'best' of them, seem to have gone through a 
53 Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, pp. 26, 27. 
54 See, for example, France, Hermits, pp. 207-210. 
55 Georgiou, Way of the Dreamcatcher, pp. 202, 203 . 
56 
"The Editors ' Page," Jubilee, March, 1957, p. 1. 
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baptism (of not just water: of fire as well) from which there is no turning back. " 57 So Lax, 
like Merton, believed that a special process was necessary for humans to become "fully 
themselves." For Merton this was a process of sanctification, 58 but Lax was not talking 
about sainthood exactly when he talked about the scoundrels ofMarseille and the 
fishermen ofKalymnos; at least not the traditional notion of sainthood. Of whatever state 
it was they had attained, Lax said, "satori probably isn't the word for it" and "it has little 
(consciously, at least) to do with the sparklings of inner peace[ .... ]" The kind of person 
he is speaking of "would aim rather to be a man, to be himself; to be a good captain, 
perhaps, if he is a captain [ .... ]" Lax was attracted to these people who seemed most 
themselves, a good captain among captains, or "an acrobat in a family of acrobats" like 
Mogador. He may have envied the unselfconscious way oflife they had found because he 
was still searching for his own authentic way to be in the world. 
57 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 206. 
58 Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 26. 
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Chapter Two: I Want to be Agile for Good59 
... Lax as skinny and shaky and ungainly as a foal, and just as clearly destined for grace. 
-Nancy Flagg, "The Beats in the Jungle"60 
Any convert to a religion must have given thought to their place in the world, 
because any unforced conversion is, self-evidently, a choice. Merton spent a long time 
deciding on Catholicism (it sometimes seems in reading ofhis conversion that, as with St. 
Augustine, Catholicism finally decided on him), but Lax waited even longer to be 
baptized. Merton and Lax were not only both converts, but both members of an 
intellectual set at Columbia that included Edward Rice, who founded Jubilee, the poet 
John Berryman, and the abstract expressionist painter Ad Reinhardt. They studied with 
famed teachers and authors like Mark Van Doren, Jaques Barzun, and Lionel Trilling.61 
They lived in New York City, the cultural capital of America, and studied Eastern 
mysticism as well as Western traditions. Lax even hosted a Hindu monk from India 
named Brahrnachari in his dorm room for a while. 62 Lax, of course, was raised a 
practicing Jew. He would sometimes eat lunch (and perhaps take classes) at the Jewish 
Theological Seminary while he lived in Harlem. His uncle, meanwhile, was a follower of 
Theosophism, a syncretistic system drawing on several different religious traditions. 63 
59 Lax in a 1953 letter to Merton, When Prophecy Still Had a Voice , ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 120. 
60 The ABCs of Robert Lax, p. 193. 
61 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 423 , and Georgiou, Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 
71 . See also Georgiou 's discussion of the teachers ' influence on Lax in Sea and Sky. 
62 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 424. 
63 Ibid, pp. 425, 427. 
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Lax said he knew from the age of three that the quest of his life would be a spiritual 
one
6 4 But of the many paths surrounding him, he was unsure of which to take. 
Besides a spiritual path, Lax also needed a career, or at least a job. After college, 
he worked as a tutor to children and later as a broadcaster at an Olean radio station. Then 
he was on The New Yorker staff while also working at Friendship House, a Catholic place 
of charity in Harlem. He taught English at two different colleges, studied philosophy, 
worked for various magazines, and was a scriptwriter in Hollywood for a while. After 
traveling with the Cristianis and staying in the Virgin Islands with friends in 1949, he 
began bouncing between New York and Europe (for the most part), starting as an editor 
for Jubilee in 1953 . And most of the time he was also working on his own writing in one 
form or another: poems, journals, and letters. It was a period of wandering marked, in 
1943, by his baptism into the Roman Catholic Church and, in 1964, by beginning to live 
on the Greek islands.65 His baptism and residence in Greece are, in my opinion, the two 
most important decisions he made in his quest for a way to be in the world. It is fitting, 
then, that one was spiritual in character and the other physical, because the most personal 
mission of his life was to lastingly unite the two. 
This was not due to Lax being inordinately susceptible to the temptations of what 
Christians call "the world" and "the flesh." On the contrary, the intellectual and spiritual 
dimensions of his life apparently predominated to a dangerous degree. In searching for 
answers to Big Questions he may not have noticed all the little ones that demanded 
64 Ibid, p. 427. 
65 Spaeth, "A Selectively Exhaustive Chronology of Robert Lax 1915-1996," The ABCs of Robert Lax, pp. 
56-58. 
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immediate attention. There are clues sprinkled throughout the published material by and 
about Lax that suggest his mind was so often elsewhere that he was in danger of ceasing 
to be anywhere earthly at all. In The Seven Storey Mountain, Merton makes a casual 
reference to "Lax' s mother [having] come to town to live near him in the last furious 
weeks before graduation and catch him if he collapsed" at the end of their Columbia 
days. His mother rented a nearby apartment where she fed him "various health-foods" (of 
which Merton also partook sometimes, in a testament to the sometimes sacrificial 
character offriendship).66 The passage does not explain the cause ofLax' s ill health. But 
since it comes right after a description ofLax' s final project for a novel-writing class 
being written simultaneously by him, Merton, and their friend Dona Eaton, it seems 
reasonable to suppose that the press of deadlines overwhelmed Lax. He may have simply 
forgotten to eat sometimes. In interviews in the 1990s, Lax himself mentioned having 
trouble with nutrition while a young man. To Georgiou, Lax said, "I would routinely try 
to get the whole act of eating down to nothing so I could get on with my writing! So for 
weeks I might eat nothing but peanut butter or nothing but milk or yogurt-and that was 
because I didn't want to take time out to go to the store." He denied that it was connected 
to asceticism, calling the practice "pure laziness[ ... ] Just getting the fuel intake down to 
zero." 67 Here he is talking about a more or less conscious program of reducing his 
consumption in order to concentrate on his work. It is possible that this was exactly what 
he tried to do at Columbia while working on a novel and other assignments, rather than 
66 Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain, p. 199. 
67 Georgiou, Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 100. 
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accidentally forgetting to eat. Regardless, it seems to be a case of taking too far the 
dictum of Jesus about man living by words and not by bread alone.68 
Another difficulty emerges in his talk with Arthur Biddle about summers spent in 
the cottage in Olean. Lax said that all the members of the makeshift commune would 
busy themselves about the kitchen in a flurry of activity. "And then," Lax continues, "the 
boys left at the end of the summer, and I would run around the kitchen like they did, but 
nothing happened. No results at all. So that by the time my sister came up and got me 
because now I was about to have a job as a broadcaster down in town, I'd be crawling 
across the room with malnutrition."69 The problem here is not that he forgot about the 
necessity of eating, or that food lost some sort of competition with writing for his time 
and energy. He seems in fact to have spent a great deal of energy in preparing a meal, but 
all in vain. It suggests an extreme impracticality, an inability to successfully complete the 
mundane tasks necessary to keep body and soul together in an area without any 
restaurants. The critical ingredient in this impracticality is suggested by the introduction 
to Love Had a Compass. There, Uebbing mentions that when Lax worked at Friendship 
House in Harlem, he "had become famous for his inability to wash floors with the right 
end of a mop, and in Marseille he spent several days in a hotel before he realized that it 
was, in fact, a brothel."70 What prevented Lax from recognizing the right end of the mop 
in Harlem or the character of the house where he stayed in Marseille was sheer 
inattentiveness. If he simply looked at what he was doing and what was around him, he 
68 Matthew 4 :4, referring to Deuteronomy 8:3. The words to which Jesus refers, of course, are those "that 
proceedeth out of the mouth of God" not out of the typewriter of an overtaxed undergraduate. 
69 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice , ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 432. 
70 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. xii. 
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could not have gone long before turning a mop right-side up or, for that matter, 
successfully chopping up vegetables or boiling water or doing whatever needed doing in 
the kitchen of the Olean cottage. 
There is another testimony to Lax' s impracticality in an article by Nancy Flagg 
Gibney, whose acquaintance with Lax went back to when they were teenagers. Her 
article, "The Beats in the Jungle," is about the 1949 visit ofLax and Ad Reinhardt to the 
otherwise uninhabited cay in the Virgin Islands where she lived with her husband Robert 
Gibney. The cay, where they fed themselves mostly on what they caught from the sea and 
raised in a meager garden, turned out to be rather small for the artistic idiosyncrasies of 
Lax and Reinhardt put together with the melancholy ofRobert Gibney. Nancy Gibney 
left the island, but she continued receiving updates from her husband about the tenuous 
peace being maintained-or not-on the island between the three men. Robert Gibney 
mentioned in one letter staying "constantly a little irritated (not seriously, but you know) 
when [Lax] can't seem to open a can or light the lamp or a fire, or get into the boat 
without being lowered in a sling .. .. " Ten years after his activity failed to produce results 
in the kitchen in Olean, Lax seems not to have gained any more ability in the practical 
arts. (To be fair, campfires and boats are a little more exotic than chopping vegetables. 
But opening a can was probably one of the very tasks that stymied him in the cottage.) In 
The Seven Storey Mountain, Merton speaks ofLax possessing "a kind of inborn direction 
to the living God."71 This "inborn direction" would be of crucial importance to the 
trajectory ofLax' s life. But like all trajectories, his would also be affected by gravity; that 
71 Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain , p. 181. 
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is, by the weighty and material nature of the world in which we live. Even the Cristianis, 
who seemed to fly, had to come back to earth.72 Lax believed in the world' s inherent 
goodness as the Creation of God. Therefore, he believed not only that God' s will was 
discoverable in this life, on this world, but that attention to this world might be a crucial 
part of the discovery ofHis will. We will find in Lax's journals and poems a record of 
work he did to tether himself to the earth, which is after all where God put him. 
Undertaking this work may have been, in a real sense, a matter of survival to him. His 
head was so often in the clouds that he was in real danger of floating away. 
Another problem Lax had, or at least a trait he considered a problem, was 
indolence. In the summer of 193 8, near the beginning of their correspondence, Merton 
asked Lax why it had been so long since his last letter. Lax replied with a list of obstacles 
to his writing that begins with "torpor, stupor[ .... ]" He sums up the problem by writing 
that "the month was of this character: that I could not, with what effort, do more than one 
thing on one day."73 Three years later, in 1941, he speaks of "being dazed and worried" at 
work in the New Yorker office, and elaborates: "the being dazed is still the stupor i had in 
olean which hasn't let up for a second except maybe in virginia." (He means since he was 
last in Olean, of course; it didn't last three years.) Arthur Biddle, the editor of the letters, 
glosses this stupor as "probably a state of mild depression", which fits Lax's 
description. 74 Depression may well have contributed to his indolence, since melancholy 
certainly comes through from time to time in his journals and poems. But eventually he 
72 See, for instance, Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 88. 
73 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 9. 
74 Ibid, p. 63 . 
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would learn how to do nothing and be happy at the task. After all, a predisposition to 
inactivity might signal a contemplative calling. In The Seven Storey Mountain, Merton 
said Lax "was born so much of a contemplative that he will probably never be able to 
find out how much."75 Luckily, Lax got a fair idea in the course of his 84 years on earth. 
But back in 1947, while Merton had found his place in a monastery and was having 
books like The Seven Storey Mountain published, Lax was working on script rewrites in 
Hollywood and remained unsure of his vocation. He confided to Merton then, "I haven't 
written anything since I've been out here. I'm still in need of a lot of spiritual guidance. I 
can' t believe that a good life can be this idle."76 In his reply, Merton suggested Lax pray 
for a vocation to the priesthood, or "a definite vocation" of any kind. He also suggested 
leaving Hollywood, but that Lax should in any event seek out a spiritual director. 
Merton did mention that if Lax stayed in California, he might try writing a movie 
about the desert hermit Charles de Foucauld. Though there is no evidence Lax undertook 
such a project, he did consider making another film with a religious theme while he was 
casting about for his vocation. He left Hollywood and taught for a few months at 
Connecticut College for Women, then traveled with the Cristianis in Canada in the 
summer of 1949. He twice wrote Merton about the possibility of making a film version of 
the Jongleur de Notre Dame that would star Mogador as the title character "turning the 
right kind of sommersalts."77 In the next letter to Merton, Lax develops the idea for this 
"movie ballet" further. He wanted it "photographed in real monastery" and suggested 
75 Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain, p. 181. 
76 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice , ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 100. 
77 Ibid, p. 108. 
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possible locations, as well as a soundtrack of Gregorian chant. The crew could be from 
Hollywood, but the whole thing would be under "Catholic auspices [with] private 
distribution within the Church; anyone outside want it, they come get it; but" Catholics, 
not commercial interest, would drive the production. 78 It was natural that such an idea 
would occur to him after working in Hollywood and then observing the showmanship 
and pageantry of the circus. As a screenwriter at Samuel Goldwyn Studio, he would have 
seen at close hand the machinery behind the films to which millions of people in America 
flocked each week. Unsurprisingly, Lax asked himself how this medium could be used 
for the good of people's souls. It is worth quoting at length here from Merton's 
description in The Seven Storey Mountain of Lax's vision: 
Characteristically he conceived the function of those who knew how to write, and 
who had something to say, in terms ofthe salvation of society. Lax's picture of 
America-before which he has stood for twelve years with his hands hanging in 
helplessness at his sides-is the picture of a country full of people who want to be 
kind and pleasant and happy and love good things and serve God, but do not 
know how. [ ... ]They are surrounded by all kinds of sources ofinformation which 
only conspire to bewilder them more and more. And Lax's vision is a vision of a 
day when they will turn on the radio and somebody will start telling them what 
they have really been wanting to hear and needing to know. They will find 
somebody who is capable of telling them of the love of God in language that will 
no longer sound hackneyed or crazy, but with authority and conviction: the 
. . b f 0 79 conviction om o sanctity. 
Merton wrote this before Lax's stint in Hollywood, but he would have been thinking of 
the time Lax worked at a radio station. (According to Paul Spaeth's chronology of his life 
he wrote advertising copy there;80 in Arthur Biddle's chronology he was an announcer, 
78 Ibid, p. 112. 
79 Merton, The Seven Storey Mountain, p. 236-237. 
80 The ABCs of Robert Lax, p. 56. 
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and in the interview with Biddle he refers to himself as a "broadcaster" . He may well 
have done both.81) . Merton's mention ofthe radio was apt indeed. In 1949, the year after 
Merton's memoir was published, Lax wrote him about Ronald Knox's translation of the 
New Testament into "very clear good English." Lax said he wanted "to make 
transcription of the Sermon on the Mount, his version, play over radio, anonymous 
vox."
82 Another passage Lax mentioned transcribing was Corinthians 13, which contains 
Paul's famous description ofthe attributes and importance oflove. This and the Sermon 
on the Mount explain how to love God by loving each other, which is what Merton said 
Lax wanted to broadcast to America. Together, they make a blueprint for building Eden 
anew. The poet must have found Knox's translation congenial to the message, not 
"hackneyed or crazy" as religious writing ran the risk of sounding in 20th -century 
America. Lax was searching for language simple enough to transmit the simplest of 
messages, the GospeL 83 
But the third passage Lax wanted to transcribe and broadcast was Revelations 18, 
which is not a promise ofEden but a warning. 84 This chapter (written by John on Patmos, 
where Lax eventually made his home) contains a prophecy ofBabylon's destruction, 
when "the merchants of the earth shall weep and mourn over her; for no man buyeth their 
merchandise any more" . To put the Scripture into the terms Merton used to describe 
Lax's vision, these merchants were the "sources of information which only conspire to 
81 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice , p. xix; p.432. 
82 In the introduction to Love Had a Compass, James Uebbing does a wonderful job of describing the 
anonymity and humility of Lax' s own poetic voice. 
83 Ed Rice joked in an interview about Lax's reductionist style coming across not only in his poetry, but in 
his editing of magazine articles and Scripture alike. "We got the Bible down to one sentence: ' In the 
beginning was the Word. '" The ABCs of Robert Lax, p. 43 . 
84 Ibid, 112. 
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bewilder" the public. They made all the noise through which the poet wanted his simple 
message oflove to cut. If Lax did indeed work as a writer of advertising copy, then in a 
sense he was allied with the merchants of Babylon for a while before getting a job at the 
New Yorker. This highlights a tension Lax may have felt between the practical necessities 
of life and his higher calling as a religious artist-a poet, specifically. It was a tension 
Merton also felt, and voiced in an early letter to Lax in 1938. Just after graduation, their 
classmate John Slate got a lucrative job that Slate worried would make him "forget there 
was, for instance, the manichean heresy." Merton continues vehemently to Lax, "Well I 
say fuck the manichean heresy, fuck it up and fuck it down [ ... ] in the seven shires and 
all over the forty eight states, I say, for so many dollars as Slate will get." But he 
immediately qualifies this denunciation of the rarefied spheres that he, Slate, and Lax 
entered at Columbia: "Anyway he wont forget. Nor the gnostics, nor Chroust raising, nor 
anything at all. "85 Merton may have momentarily envied Slate his income, but in his 
letters to Lax he would often parody the language of moneymaking, which is advertising. 
Examples include suggesting ridiculous slogans for PAX, the small journal of arts and 
poetry Lax edited on and off; or when he ended a short, silly poetic tribute to The Circus 
of the Sun with the capitalized words "BURMA SHAVE." Jesus said that his disciples, 
though in the world, were not of it, and Merton' s parodies suggest his citizenship in the 
city of God rather than of man. 86 He was far enough from the marketplace to make fun of 
it. But whereas Merton entered a monastery, officially declaring his citizenship, as it 
were, Lax was still out in the world. He was also searching for a way to do God's will, 
85 Ibid, p. 8. 
86 John 17:16. 
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but not protected from the vagaries and vicissitudes of the marketplace as Merton was in 
Gethsemani. Lax knew that the message of love he wanted to broadcast to people would 
not be a commercially successful one, because it was a message not "of the world." He 
sought places where he could work on the message (its formulation in poetry) and work 
out the message (the action of charity). These places needed to be sheltered from the 
moneymaking demands of the advertising world and Hollywood, and as such would be 
more authentically human than the offices of the New Yorker or the Samuel Goldwyn 
Studio. 
One of these places was Friendship House in Harlem, where Merton had worked 
before him. The House was run by the Baroness Catherine de Hueck Doherty, a Russian 
noblewoman who had escaped the Communist regime, come to America, and begun 
founding places of charity and hospitality, one of them in Harlem. Merton' s writing in 
The Seven Storey Mountain about his time there is a powerful indictment of the rich and 
privileged people, white people, even Catholics, who would let such a glaring injustice as 
Harlem exist. He records a speech ofDoherty's in which she suggested the shame ofthe 
Catholic mission of charity being busily fulfilled by the Communists in Harlem, who 
were against the Church! Her message appealed strongly to Merton, who for a while in 
his student days was a fringe member of a Communist group, and who was also 
eventually attracted by the mission of the Catholic Worker (Dorothy Day's group of 
pacifist, socialist Catholics). Lax was not entirely unsympathetic to the aims of the 
Communists either; at a party in 1938 he met a young woman who "thought 'Communist' 
was some sort of slang but she didn't know what it meant. So I did instruct her gently in 
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these matters and she thinks communists are nice."87 Merton and Lax were not attached 
to the entire Communist agenda, but believed that care for the poor and disenfranchised 
was a moral and, moreover, religious duty, which the entire capitalist society of America 
was geared to ignore. So while he worked at the New Yorker he also worked directly for 
the poor in Harlem. Of their time at Friendship House, Lax said, "By this time we all 
realized that ifyou're going to be serious about any sort of spiritual quest, it has to have 
this side to it."88 
Charity was also his stated reason for going in 1951 to Marseille, a French city 
that loomed large in his imagination and to which he returned several times, despite 
disliking it at first. Decades later, he called Marseille "a place where the exercise of 
charity went a long way."89 In the long poem he eventually wrote about it called Port 
City: The Marseille Diaries, he said he came "to search/ for peace/ and to recruit/ a tiny 
band/ of men/ to work/ for peace". 90 This idea seems to echo that of a man he befriended 
shortly before his stay in Marseille, an electrician named Fritz. Fritz worked for the 
Alfred Court Zoo Circus, with which Lax traveled from Rome to Pescara in the summer 
of 1951. In the poem "Fritzist," Fritz describes his idea for one man, neither communist 
nor capitalist, 
who knows all the languages 
very well 
to go from country to country, 
from factory to factory, 
and talk to the workers 
87 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 10. 
88 Ibid, p. 427. 
89 Georgiou, Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 74. 
90 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 177. 
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and talk to the bosses, 
and make them see the situation. 
And then get them to work together, 
main a main pour la paix. 91 
It is hard to say how serious Lax was in Marseille about this recruitment plan, but the 
way he phrased it in Port City certainly echoes the "Fritzist" strategy he encountered in 
Italy at the circus. A slightly different reason for his residence in Marseille, however, is 
suggested by the introduction to Love Had a Compass. Uebbing writes, "the idea was to 
establish some sort of hospice to the poor similar to Friendship House[ ... ] an eminently 
practical scheme that, unsurprisingly, came to little."92 
But regardless of whether Lax wanted to work for peace or for the poor, or both, 
he may have guessed even before making the trip that its primary purpose was not 
practical. The previous year he visited another Friendship House in Canada and spoke 
there with the Baroness de Hueck. He wrote to Merton that he was "considering a dream 
she had the other day at vespers that since it is obvious i can't do anything else, i shld 
perhaps emulate the poet saint benedict joseph labraye [Labre ]; throwing away such 
shoes as i have and such scrip, leaving my jerry todd books for the poor and setting forth. 
i seem," he continued, "as might be expected, both willing and weak."93 St. Benedict 
Joseph Labre was an 18th-century Frenchman who was denied admission to one monastic 
order after another and finally realized his vocation was to be a pilgrim, roaming between 
the holy sites of Europe as a poor man. He did this until he finally collapsed on the steps 
91 Lax, Circus Days and Nights, pp. 138-141. 
92 Ibid, pp. xi, xii . 
93 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 114. Jerry Todd books were dime novels for 
juveniles. 
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of a cathedral. 94 Lax himself considered being a monk, writing to Merton even in 193 9, 
before his conversion, "about the guy I went to see about the chances of being a jewish 
monk and of the shrugging reception i got in that place."95 In the letter from Gethsemani 
in which Merton talked ofLax' s vocation, he wrote, "At present I would not say to you to 
be a Trappist, unless you get some strong & special urge."96 So it made sense for the 
Baroness to suggest to the would-be contemplative and religious that he try a wandering 
life, especially since his experience traveling with the Cristianis had been so important. 
But one of the most telling points in the letter is that she made this suggestion to Lax 
"since it is obvious [he] can' t do anything else [ .... ]" She had been impressed with the 
young man who came to help in Harlem, with his "long, gentle face of a poet, a dreamer, 
a student", who "made the Psalms ofDavid come alive for us."97 But though his spirit 
and conversation may have been appreciated at Friendship House, it is also here, as 
Uebbing noted, that he was known for pushing around an upside-down mop.98 She was 
pointing him in the direction of his vocation by telling him what it was not-it did not lie 
in mopping floors, for the poor or anyone else. So when he went to live in the poverty of 
Marseille after traveling with the Alfred Court Zoo Circus, he may have been taking her 
advice about emulating St. Benedict Labre by wandering, rather than really trying to 
establish a philanthropic project. 
94 
"St. Benedict Joseph Labre," The Catholic Encyclopedia, <http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02442a. 
htm> 
95 Ibid, p. 30. 
96 Ibid, p. 103. 
97 Doherty, Not Without Parables: Stories of Yesterday, Today, and Eternity, pp. 76-79. Quoted in 
Georgiou, Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 28. 
98 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. xii . 
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But even if his time in Marseille did not result in a house of charity or immediate 
world peace, it was nevertheless important in Lax's development, and he produced some 
of his most interesting poems there. In Port City, he has already moved away from the 
longer lines and prose poems of The Circus of the Sun. The style is, for the most part, less 
lyrical, but often still in a narrative vein. The subtitle, The Marseille Diaries, feels 
accurate, since he recounts the minutiae of his days with the poor people who befriend 
him and with whom he lives. He wrote to Merton in 1951 that in Marseille he had "often 
a room full of clandestine types: ruskies, Spaniards, italian, no papers or none very good. 
All like a Warner Brothers movie."99 With these "clandestine types" he would share 
meals that were plain by necessity rather than monastic rule: "one knife/ one loaf of 
bread/ one can of sardines/ for five// and sometimes chocolate:/ a single bar divided." 100 
He also shared with the denizens ofMarseille "comparative/ loneliness// (to be in/ a 
throng of/ strangers/ is still/ to be alone)", but it was a loneliness that could still be 
joyful. 101 Many parts of Port City are impressionistic, records of unconnected sights that 
read like a filmed montage of a city and are interesting in their own right. But it is the 
personal passages that are most relevant to my thesis. In this poem he names his foremost 
problem at the time, which was not a lack of money but a lack of attention. He wonders 
aloud (as it were) to the reader, "how to give you that picture:/ the picture of those days" . 
After straining for a moment to remember, and to evoke the memory, he shifts direction: 
no, i will talk 
99 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. ll5. 
100 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p.l25. 
101 Ibid, pp. 121, 122. 
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in this manner: 
in rumination 
lived i the moment 
and in rumination 
sing it 
i was not here 
nor there 
in those moments 
but only sometimes 
there: 
yet all the time 
in every moment 
passmg 
was the song: 
the song 
was living 
and the moments 
joined the 
song[ ... ] 
He goes on to call this song "the song my heart/ was hearing". 102 The passage is 
strikingly similar to one near the end of The Circus of the Sun, in which an anonymous 
"he" waiting for Mogador "began to whistle a tune from the depths of his soul; he had 
never heard it before but he recognized it as a form of the song his soul had always been 
singing [ .. . ] as though he had discovered a strain at least of the night song of the 
world. " 103 The "he" seems a lot like Lax, who would often have been waiting for 
Mogador to finish some circus task or other while he stood idle enough to whistle. One of 
Lax's early poems, "Jerusalem," speaks of"going dov.:n/ down into the city/ for our song 
102 Ibid, pp. 128, 129. 
103 Ibid, p. 92. 
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[ ... ] the song/ she hath withheld [ ... ]for none/ would hear/ her." 104 In all ofthese, there is 
that sense ofLax "participating in a process that was already in motion long before he 
arrived on the scene", as Uebbing put it. The song is there, a song that encompasses all 
moments, and it is up to the poet to hear and join in with the song. But though the song is 
always present, the poet was "only sometimes/ there." It is easy to picture Lax, with his 
long dreamer' s face, drifting into a reverie as he looked out on the bay, with no job or 
appointment calling him to hurry. There is a page, for instance, about Pescara, Italy, 
where he parted ways with the Alfred Court Zoo Circus and Fritz earlier that year. It is in 
the midst of descriptions of Marseille, and there is no apparent link between the street 
vendors of the French city and the open, sunny field of the Italian one. Nor does that field 
seem to lead back to the bay ofMarseille, which he contemplates on the next page.105 The 
transitions are only explained a little farther down that page, as he turns from the bay to 
the question of how to write this poem (from which I quoted at length above). He is 
simply doing exactly what he proposes to do, singing the moment in rumination, as he 
lived it. If his mind wandered from where he was, so will the poem. 
But though Lax affirms here the right ofhis poem to wander, and thus remain 
truer to his own experience of Marseille, later there is an attempt to fix himself in place-
not to remain physically still, but to be aware ofhis place in that moment. He is roaming 
along the bay, taking in the sight of boats and the feel of sea wind in impressionistic 
snatches, when there is a stanza that filmmakers might call an "establishing shot": 
104 Ibid, pp. 4, 5. 
105 Ibid, pp. 125-128. 
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afternoon 
in an ancient city 
of wide stone plazas 
and a quay 
i know 
i know 
where i 
am 
Suddenly he comes to himself, not as a pair of eyes watching everything, but almost as a 
person being watched. In this city he has been observing as a stranger, he situates 
himself. He locates his room on the other side of the bay, saying, "my home is there." He 
becomes a self-conscious part of the scene he is describing, with his own stake in it. And 
that is where he is-in Marseille, "on the far side ofthe bay" from his room. 106 It is as 
though he wants to stop his awareness from drifting away, as it did earlier to Pescara. He 
wants to moor himself, like those boats in the bay that are tugged by the wind but not 
pulled out to sea. 
At the beginning ofPart II, he describes himself"looking out over/ the ancient 
waters/ knowing/ where i am/ understanding/ where i am/ here/ at this window/ looking 
out/ over the water" .107 Again he consciously fixes himself in space; but time seems a 
little more fluid. In both passages he writes about knowing exactly "where" he is, but in 
both cases uses the adjective "ancient" for the scene he is surveying. This means he is 
thinking not only about the instant of time he is experiencing, but that the scene being 
observed stretches back to antiquity. In a passage about Marseille written a few years 
106Ibid,p.l31. 
107 Ibid, p. 157. 
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later (already quoted above), the "place has an ancient Babylonian look as though it was 
an ageless city [ ... . ]"108 He goes on about its ruins, and the traditions of its varied people, 
their "art of living in the ruins." He writes of their "religion of ritual that moves in time 
and mysticism that leaps beyond it : gambling, bocce, fishing[ .... ]" This idea that the 
routines of ordinary life can become ritual was an important one for Lax, and he revisited 
it again and again. In The Circus of the Sun, Mogador practices his act by first running 
alongside a horse, then jumping onto him, and then pirouetting. Lax comments, "What 
was begun/ As a run/ through the field/ is turned/ to ritual. " 109 It is easy to spot the ritual 
element in an act performed again and again in the center ring as you travel with the 
circus. But in Marseille, Lax' s intuition was subtler. He could see habitual actions like 
the mending of nets by a fisherman or the blowing on dice by a gambler as ritual. Ritual 
is more than habit because ritual is religious: it bestows a higher significance on the 
action being performed than the momentary effect it may have (a mended net, a pair of 
sixes). In the letter to Mogador, Lax likened the play of artist and acrobat to "the ritual 
gestures of the priest" because both are "characterized by grace" .110 Grace means a 
flowing of God' s love to earth and is an opportunity to know Truth better. In ritual, there 
is a chance to become aware of the import a moment has in eternity. This is the 
"mysticism that leaps beyond" time in the "religion of ritual" practiced in Marseille, and 
it is why he calls the waters and city ofMarseille ancient. He is connecting the scene he 
observes, and by extension connecting himself, with a long tradition stretching back to 
108 Lax, "The Editor' s Page," Jubilee, March, 1957, p. 1. 
109 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 89. In the second line quoted, "As" is capitalized in this edition and in the 
1959 The Circus of the Sun , but not capitalized in Circus Days and Nights. 
110 Ibid, p. 95 . 
55 
"lazarus/ and mary/ magdalene".111 (He mentions them more than once in relation to 
Marseille, because in legend these contemporaries of Christ came to the region after 
being persecuted in Palestine; place-names there still reflected the belie£)112 His 
presence, too, is part of this ancient place, because he "had/ been coming/ toward that/ 
city/ since/ the beginning/ of time [ ... ] and singing/ that city' s/ song" .113 There is one song 
for Marseille, made up of moments from the time of Christ to Lax's own residence in the 
city. The fluidity of time in the above passages may be explained by analogy to music, 
which exists in each instant for only a note. But each note is given its meaning by its 
place in a sequence. Tradition and ritual repeat patterns throughout the sequence, like 
leitmotifs in a symphony. So though the significance of the mailman' s moustache or the 
cold sea wind may not be immediately apparent, Lax trusts that it does have meaning 
because each element combines to make up the song. 
In Part III of Port City, Lax makes a decision that may be small in the scheme of 
things, but carries great symbolic weight (especially since it ends the whole poem). He 
tells one of his acquaintances in Marseille that he is leaving for a monastery where he 
will meditate for a month, perhaps stopping by the Marian shrine at La Salette on his 
way. The man replies, "that is good/ (we all need/ meditation)" . Another ofhis friends 
tries to stop Lax from leaving, and when he insists, tells him he will find him later. But as 
Lax is walking towards the boat that will take him away, he has an epiphanous vision. He 
sees the sunlight falling straight down on the street and says, 
111 Ibid, p. 137. 
112 <http :1 I en. wikipedia. org/wiki/Mary _Magdalene> 
11 3 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 138. 
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every 
ray 
was like 
a string 
of music 
each object 
then leapt 
from the street 
and spoke: 
each object[ ... ] 
proclaimed 
its name in glory 
and its 
being 
and[ ... ] my heart 
sang too [ ... ] to know 
that all 
indeed 
was real 
all had 
history 
and a 
name 
(as though 
the moment 
haQ been 
rapt beyond 
itself 
and was eternal 
while it 
moved 
in time) 
1 saw 
each object 
then in 
its relation 
(to a 
timeless 
57 
being)[ ... ] 
and i turned 
and went 
back 
to the 
boys 
in the 
room
114 
It is this vision of an ordinary street transfigured that makes Lax turn away from his 
planned retreat at the monastery and go back to the poor men of Marseille with whom he 
has been living. He realizes he does not have to cloister himself to find God, because 
everything around him already has "its relation to a timeless being." Other poets will set 
forth the meaning that a gesture or a detail has within the world of their poem, making 
themselves gods of that world. Lax, on the other hand, never claims to understand all of 
the song he is helping to sing, only that he has his place in it (he, too, is "singing that 
city' s song"). The ultimate perspective, from which all details are meaningful, is that of 
God. And he speaks of God in Port City, as "a dancer/ above the city/ who comprehends/ 
the city' s ways" .115 As with the acrobat in his "Acrobat' s Song," the visible audience of a 
performance is not as important as the invisible. Like the acrobat, Lax can say for himself 
and the people ofMarseille, "Lady,/ We perform before Thee", even ifthe "performance" 
is only their ordinary, day-to-day life. 116 It is not by chance that Lax describes God as a 
"dancer" in Port City because it makes the relationship of creature to Creator reciprocal, 
as Lax believed the flow of grace was. Who better to appreciate the song being woven 
11 4 Ibid, pp. 192-194. 
11 5 Ibid, pp. 172, 173 . 
116 Ibid, p. 65 . 
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out of our lives through the ages than a dancer? This affects the development of the 
poet's style because he trusts the dancer to fully understand the significance of what Lax 
sees and sets down even ifLax does not. Which means Lax is learning to trust that what 
he sees has significance, simply by virtue of its relation to that timeless being. To quote 
that later poem again, "(life) [ ... ]is/ beau/ til full/ be/ cause/ it/ is// hol/ y", not the other 
way around.117 By setting forth details of the daily life ofMarseille without commentary, 
Lax is like that saint Merton describes who 
is capable of talking about the world without any explicit reference to God, in 
such a way that his statement gives greater glory to God and arouses a greater 
love of God than the observations of someone less holy, who has to strain himself 
to make an arbitrary connection between creatures and God through the medium 
of hackneyed analogies and metaphors that are so stupid they make you think 
there is something the matter with religion.118 
In Marseille, Lax had a vision that illuminated the world for him. He suddenly saw day-
to-day life amongst wharfs and wharf rats and rapscallions as really worth the attention, 
not only of a poet, but also of a seeker of God. The life of Marseille is akin to 
contemplation in a monastery in Rome or devotion at the Marian shrine in La Salette. 
This is because God is revealed in the ordinary no less than in a monastery if we will only 
learn to look. 119 Like St. Benedict Joseph Labre, Lax would find his vocation outside of a 
monastery. But though he would wander a few years more, he would discover that his 
117 Lax:, A Thing That Is, p. 47. 
11 8 Merton, Seeds ofContemplation, p. 21. 
119 Paul Elie writes of Merton 's embracing the ordinary in a journal Merton began keeping in 1939, which 
Elie sees as influenced by both Joyce and Catholicism, because "[t]he holiness of the ordinary is a Catholic 
position as well, and [Merton's] discovery of the parallel makes his writing come alive. [ ... ] 'Everything 
was important to St. Francis,' Merton observed." The Life You Save May Be Your Own, pp. 104, 105. 
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vocation was not in wandering, either. In his room in Marseille, where an icon of John 
writing down the Revelation hung, the seed of the last half of his life was planted.120 
120 Georgiou, The Way of the Dreamcatcher, pp. 79, 80. 
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Chapter Three: Turn Jungle To Garden121 
Live in a good place. 
Keep your mind deep. 
-Tao Te Ching122 
It may seem strange that Lax should have to go to a port in France full of 
smugglers to have an epiphany about the sanctity of the everyday. It may be asked 
whether he could not do this well enough on the streets ofNew York. But epiphanies are 
harder to come by in the midst of routine. At the beginning of Port City, Lax writes of 
"the eyes/ of strangers/ I the moments passed/ like parables/ I the joy/ of being/ alone/ and 
in/ a foreign/land" . 123 This seems to me a common experience: awareness is heightened 
and the mundane takes on extra significance during travel. (I have certainly felt this on 
journeys taken alone.) One aspect of pilgrimage is that sense of displacement that can be 
so conducive to poetry. But his epiphany in Marseille was only a steppingstone. Lax 
knew that the sense of holiness he felt in Marseille at that moment was supposed to 
pervade every moment of life. After all, if God created everything, then holiness was part 
of the identity of everything. Lax explained in an interview, though, why New York 
might not be the place for him, despite all the friends and memories there. He said, 
"wherever I was I was hearing the same-the New Y ark-answer to every question, and 
[ ... ] I realised that neither the questions nor the answers were the ones I was asking 
121 From a poem by Lax, quoted in Georgiou, The Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 277. 
122 Lao-tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. Stephen Addiss and Stanley Lombardo, chapter 8. 
123 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 122. 
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myself but I was surrounded by this language that had the questions and the answers knit 
into it." He added that not knowing the language when he first came to Greece was a 
boon for this reason. Lax often said that his writing was a form of talking to himself-
done to hear himself think. 124 This was easier on a remote Greek island with a sparser 
population with whom he did not share a language than it was in New York. (Lax lived 
mostly on Kalymnos at first, and a few years later moved permanently to Patmos.) In 
fact, in Greece Lax sometimes felt like the first man on earth, a feeling that conduced to 
his writing even more than travel did. At the same time, he was grounded in a physical 
place as he had not been since Olean. The kind of place he chose to live in, and the kind 
of people he picked to be alone among, were of crucial importance. 
In The Circus of the Sun, the viewpoint from which Creation is observed is 
difficult to pin down. The epigraph is from the perspective of Wisdom, a feminine 
principle present with God from "before the earth was made." Sometimes the language of 
the poetry echoes that of God in the book of Job, as when the speaker asks, "Were you 
there when [ ... ] we set up the firmament?" In that passage "the sons of God" and 
"morning stars" are also mentioned, and the speaker of the poem might be pictured 
hanging in the sky above the earth with the angels, watching Creation unfold. The 
speaker cannot ultimately be either God or Wisdom because they are talked about by a 
third person (and because Lax was too humble to identify himself with either). The 
perspective of The Circus of the Sun shifts around, but in the poems about the process of 
124 The ABCs of Robert Lax, p. 18; Georgiou, The Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 146; France, Hermits, p. 
200 . Enough has been made of Lax 's solitary life (which was not completely eremitic, but secluded, with 
long stretches of the day spent alone) that I do not feel the need to treat of the whole topic here. I will touch 
only on those aspects of his solitude relevant to my thesis. 
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Creation it is closest to the angels' view of the world, participating in the Creation and 
also praising it. It is a fitting choice for a poem about Genesis, since there is no human 
viewpoint to assume until humans have been created (which in his sequence corresponds 
to the waking of the acrobats). But it is not a viewpoint which works as well for life as it 
does for a poem. Lax was given to contemplation, reverie, and abstract thought from an 
early age, but realized that his life was supposed to be lived on earth, not in the mind or 
spirit alone. It is telling that soon after he came to stay on Kalymnos, he wrote Merton 
and said, "here in kalymnos, anyway, not much clarity; but i like it. (other kind clarity; 
more marseille than Ia salette.)" 125 He opposes the kind of clarity or awareness 
experienced in the overtly religious atmosphere ofLa Salette with the rough-and-tumble 
hodgepodge of life he found in Marseille. In Greece, he found a place where he could be 
aware of the objects and people around him in themselves and, through them, with their 
Creator. It was not a perspective primarily meant for writing poems, as the perspective in 
The Circus of the Sun was: it was meant for living on earth. 
Lax wrote in his Greek Journal in 1969 of feeling "like adam naming the plants 
and animals" when he wrote. 126 He wrote again a few months later that this naming 
process was one of differentiation-that "getting experience-daily, day to day 
experience-on paper makes it more of an experience. breaks it into discrete particles and 
puts them back together again. [ ... ] like adam naming the animals: they come to him as 
unnamed creatures, undifferentiated-bear and eagle. he names them and they fly 
125 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice , ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 273 . 
126 Love Had a Compass, p. 211 (July 29, 1969). 
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asunder." 127 So one vantage point from which Lax may have viewed the completed 
Creation in Greece is that of Adam, alone on the earth. It is a fitting symbol for a poet, 
who must see the world as if for the first time in order to write it most truly-in order to 
record it as it is, rather than as the mass of people have learned to see (or not see) it. 128 It 
is the antithesis of getting the "New Y ark" answer to every question, and is highlighted in 
an already-quoted passage from "Voyage to Pescara." There, Lax speaks of performers 
refocusing the audience "for another look/ at a world/ whose pattern they had lost/ a 
world/ before whose/ multiplicity/ their eyes/ had/ grown/ dim." 129 The poet, too, 
concentrates the audience's attention on one thing at a time, the better to comprehend and 
enjoy it. Lax' s insistence on complete attention to a single object eventually led him to 
the thin vertical columns in which each word or even syllable has a line to itself 
The spare landscape of Greece lent itself to such a singular focus; Lax said in an 
interview, "I think the island landscape has helped me clarifY my thinking [ ... . ]" What he 
said next is very revealing, and worth quoting at length: 
I like being in a place where there is sea and sky and mountains, trees, even olive 
trees, and sheep, goats and shepherds: the natural, sacral, ancient, classical 
symbols of western poetry. I think that when you' re here you feel that you are in 
the world ofthe Psalms and ofthe pastoral poets. [ ... ]Not because of monuments 
and not just because of the actual literature that's been written here. The 
landscape itself is full ofliving symbols. There's no great conflict here between 
the outer landscape, and the inner. 130 
127 Ibid, pp. 224-225 (October 3, 1969). 
128 R. C. Kenedy, in a critical essay of dizzying power, says Lax "attempts to glimpse things as if for the 
first time". The ABCs of Robert Lax, p. 71. 
129 Circus Days and Nights, p. 128. 
130 The ABCs of Robert Lax, pp. 20, 21. 
64 
For years, Lax had been trying to moor himself to earth, where God had placed him, and 
rejoice in that very day that the Lord had made rather than drifting into his own 
imaginings. OfPatmos, he wrote that "sometimes a scene, like the (sea-scape) from the 
road, is more alive and speaks more clearly than the imagination. it speaks of amazing 
order and purpose." 131 Lax wanted to learn to see God's Creation for what it was (good), 
rather than seeing in his mind' s eye scenes less real because not really present. One 
direction in which his mind probably often floated was towards the past: to the days of 
Creation, perhaps, or the days of those Psalms that he brought to life in Friendship House, 
or the ancient arrival ofMary Magdalene and Lazarus on the shore of what would 
become Marseille. In Greece, Lax learned to live in the present day, but it was a present 
that f elt ancient, in which he saw at close range those "living symbols" about which he 
had been reading all his life. As a writer, it meant that he was working with the same 
poetic materials that David did millennia ago when he composed with his harp. In fact, 
Lax even titled one of his long, later poems Psalm. 
Among the living symbols Lax mentions being present in Greece are shepherds, 
to whom Jesus compared himself and which David once was. The fishermen on 
Kalymnos and Patmos also practice a. Biblical occupation: Jesus chose his first disciples 
from their ranks, telling Peter and Andrew he would make them "fishers ofmen." 132 Lax 
spent more time with the fishermen in Greece than with any other group, according to his 
Greek Journal. In fact, he thought it might arouse the suspicion of the Greek authorities, 
who wondered why a learned American visitor spent so much time among poor, 
131 Love Had a Compass, p.232. 
132 Matthew 4:19. 
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uneducated people rather than with doctors and their ilk. 133 But he believed it was 
precisely these people "who have inherited points of view and proverbs, popular maxims, 
whole ways oflooking at things [ ... ] from the great ages of Greek civilization. They keep 
these things in very pure, living form [ .... ]"134 He notes some of these maxims and figures 
of speech in journals and interviews: "pan metron ariston say the greeks: every good 
thing in measure"; 135 '"Epomoni' (Patience), 'Oti theli o Theos' (Whatever God wants) 
and 'Doxa si o Theos' (Glory be to God)." He continues by saying the islanders "are 
always reminded of the high ideals of their classical and Byzantine ancestors. I mean, 
Socrates' 'Know thyself,' which many ofthe locals echo, is a good start for anyone." 136 
In A Thing That Is, a collection of poems "written from the early to mid-seventies while 
Lax was living for the most part on the Greek island ofKalymnos", 137 a piece called 
"Byzantine Faces" talks about the simultaneity of past and present in the home he had 
picked for himself: 
i won't believe 
i'm really 
alive 
until i' m gladder 
to be alive 
here now 
than to have 
been alive 
there then 
living in greece 
133 Lax, Love Had a Compass, pp. 206, 234. 
134 The ABCs of Robert Lax, p. 20. 
135 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 216. 
136 Georgiou, The Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 81. 
137 From the introduction by Paul Spaeth. Lax, A Thing That Is, p. 12. 
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i may be thinking 
1 am, was, 
alive there 
then 
some byzantine 
time 
some classical 
time 
why think 
that good? 
i should 
know better [ ... ] 
really, i'm 
glad to be 
alive in the 
twentieth [century] 
not only glad 
to be just 
alive 
but even to 
be alive 
just now 
right now 
yes, but i keep 
remembering 
a light in the 
eyes of certain 
figures in 
frescoes 
certain figures 
. . 
m mosaics 
that made 
me wish 
i was living 
67 
then [ ... ]138 
Among his fishermen friends, Lax found the Byzantine faces he was haunted by, in a 
present day somehow still classical. He wrote, for instance, of a captain who "has 
everything: a captain' s cap (penetrating brown eyes, a rudder nose) walrus moustache, a 
droop-stemmed pipe[ ... . ] he looks as though he was born for it all: as though it had all 
been invented for him."139 Lax saw the fishermen much as he saw the acrobats: they were 
exactly what they were meant to be, like the saints Merton wrote about who found the 
secret oftheir "identity[ ... ] hidden in the love and mercy ofGod."140 The most ordinary, 
habitual things they did were of interest to Lax, who not only wrote about but took many 
pictures of these 
small, compact fishermen types, some old, some young: each almost perfect in his 
way[ ... ] i like to watch them[ ... ] best of all : to walk (as though over water), or to 
sit mending nets (as though to sit forever). a kind of perfection that beats the 
(schooled) equilibrium of the japanese. or leave the japanese out of it: say simply 
a kind of perfection.141 
His description of their walking "as though over water" is literally true, since the 
fishermen did indeed walk over water on the decks of their boats, and probably kept the 
rolling gait of the sea even on land. But it also bespeaks that equation of physical and 
spiritual grace that he saw displayed in the acrobats. The fishermen, however, were not 
stars of a show performing for an audience. Lax saw their grace in the middle of daily 
routines of which no one else took note. Their perfection was "unschooled." They were 
people whose actions seemed as natural as plants or animals, because they were rooted in 
138 Ibid, pp. 52, 53 . 
139 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 201. 
140 Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 29. 
141 Lax, Love Had a Compass, pp. 212, 213 . 
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a place and a tradition in which they fit, and did things unselfconsciously. When Lax 
spoke of a "deep self and shallow self' to Peter France, of true identity versus the 
"protective coloration" adopted to get by in society, he said that "here on Patmos the 
farmers and the fisherman have only a minimal difference between the two selves: 
they're pretty close to being who they are night and day and at all times. It's only in the 
artificial societies where, in order to hold down jobs-even to be admitted to the 
intellectualised schools that we have that-the surface gets all that coloration that warps 
the perceptions." 142 Arthur Biddle referred back to this in a later interview with Lax and 
asked whether he might not be guilty of "some kind of primitivism." Lax denies that this 
is the case, chalking up the islanders' difference to "long practice, also living near the 
sea," but there is probably truth to Biddle's supposition.143 No doubt Lax was, to some 
extent, seeing what he wanted to see among these remote, working-class Greeks and 
idealizing them at times. Yet in reading the careful descriptions of them in his Greek 
Journal, it is hard not to believe he has discovered a real quality that is much harder to 
come by in the offices of the New Yorker. It is also worth remembering in this connection 
that he was not unfamiliar with saintly people. He describes "siderako-88" years old, 
whose "handshake at whatever 80-age he is, is like iron", as seeming "fuller of life than 
almost anyone i've ever seen (since padre pio). & merton, last time i saw him, was much 
like both of them." Padre Pio was an Italian priest who was Lax's confessor for a little 
while in Europe, to whom many miracles have been ascribed. He had the stigmata, the 
marks of the cross that St. Francis also bore, which are considered a sign from heaven of 
142 France, Hermits: The Insights of Solitude, p. 209. 
143 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 430. 
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sanctity on earth. He was canonized in 2002. 144 Lax also met Mother Teresa "at a 
Catholic charity party" and later said, "My feeling was that if you had to go anywhere 
and you wanted someone to take care ofyour kids while you were gone, she'd be the one. 
Compassionate, and with her feet on the ground." 145 Someone with Lax' s experience 
should perhaps be trusted to report on sanctity. 
Lax was very interested in putting his feet on the ground in Greece, and one of the 
grounding things he did was to exercise. He swam daily, and wrote in his journal: "my 
buttocks were limp: they are getting firmer: my pectorals non-existent: they are shaping 
up. i begin to feel more like a man, like a creature: less like a disembodied sou1." 146 This 
process of firming his body, like the move to Greece, is another exteriorization of his 
inward pilgrimage. It is the physical result of his decision to be "agile for good," to live 
on the earth as a man rather than above as an angel. He wrote in the same journal about 
that "bad way[ ... ] of thought in the west" called angelism. "[T]he fault of the angelist is 
to imagine himself more angel than man; [ ... ] angelists usually live in monasteries," he 
adds.147 It was a fault he was slowly learning to correct in himself. One of the reasons he 
hung around with "simple" islanders so much is that he was trying to learn basic things, 
like "how to stay alive & healthy (well-fed & with adequate air and sleep) in all kinds of 
conditions", which he called "also a part ofwisdom. the wisdom of survival. wisdom for 
survival." This inadvertent ascetic whom his sister had found "crawling across the room 
from malnutrition" was learning "how to moderate an action" from the Greeks "by living 
144 Georgiou, The Way of the Dreamcatcher, pp. 78, 79, 115. Information about his canonization from 
<http:/ I en. wikipedia. org/wiki!Padre __pio#Sainthood> 
145 Georgiou, The Way of the Dreamcatcher, p. 106. 
146 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. 215 . 
147 Ibid, pp. 248, 249. 
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among them, watching them carefully, listening attentively". He asked "where among 
kalymnians is the greatest degree ofwisdom to be observed?" and answered himself, "i 
think, almost certainly, among the fishermen." His definition of wisdom was being 
simplified, concretized, becoming less rarefied. He wrote: "what is the value of wisdom? 
many values, but perhaps the most obvious, the most nearly tangible: the value of 
survival." 148 
Later in life, pilgrims began seeking him out for conversations. He would 
occasionally pull the dialogue back to basics on these occasions, as when Peter France 
asked him for "some, maybe just a few, general principles for the would-be solitary?" 
Lax answered, 
"Well, yes, just a few. Get a house with a wooden floor, not a tiled floor. Tiled 
floors get cold in winter. Screen the windows so you don' t have the dilemma of 
wondering whether or not to kill any mosquitoes and flies that come in. Then you 
need a source of fire that works and isn't dangerous. Just physical, common-sense 
things. Ask me another question." 149 
In the same book, he spoke about the value of formal meditation but added that "doing 
whatever you do as if it were a form of prayer or meditation" was also fine. The man who 
failed to produce any results in the kitchen in Olean with all his rushing around added, "If 
you're just stirring the soup and watching that you' re stirring the soup then, so long as 
you're watching what you're doing, that's being present enough to the present moment as 
I understand it." 150 According to Georgiou he was "some sort of super-chef' by the time 
they met in the 1990s. The lessons he learned from islanders like Siderako may have been 
148 Ibid, pp. 216, 217. 
149 France, Hermits: The Insights of Solitude , p. 205. 
150 Ibid, p. 206. 
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basic, but they were necessary. They produced not only a stronger body, but a longer-
lasting one. Lax lived to 84, and Arthur Biddle commented on the ease with which he 
made his way up and down mountain paths as an old man while younger men paused to 
rest. 151 He had grown to be very like Siderako, with whom he had "had [ .. . ] a hard time 
keeping up[ ... ] as [Siderako] swung along." 152 He had learned the wisdom for survival he 
sought in Greece. 
He was also passing that wisdom along in his own journals and poetry. I have 
been quoting from the journals extensively, but his poems are also straightforward 
records of his thoughts because he seldom revised in the latter half of his life. In A Thing 
That Is, some poems are simply proverbs, while others are closer to thought-experiments. 
An example of the former would be his admonition to "be/ gin/ by/ be/ ing// pal tient// 
with/ your/ self// Ia/ ter/ you/ can/ be/ pal tient// with/ oth/ ers [ ... . ]"153 The vertical format 
of this poem (and the others in the collection) demands patience of the reader. The word 
"patient" itself is split into two parts and has its own stanza. The line-breaks also suggest 
the meditative quality of the poem, both in the writing and the reading. Lax was learning 
to focus on one thing at a time, and his poems demonstrate this by giving each syllable a 
line to itself Less narrative/imperative poems of his (which attracted the attention of 
concrete poets) do not contain full sentences but repetitive patterns of nouns, as in this 
excerpt from "One Island" : "brown/ brown// blue/ blue// brown/ brown// blue/ blue// 
earth/ earth// earth/ earth// seal/ seal/ sea" .154 Much has been written on his stripping his 
151 When Prophecy Still Had a Voice, ed. Arthur Biddle, p. 421. 
152 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p.232. 
153 Lax, A Thing That Is, p. 30. 
154 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p.l03 . 
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poems of both his personality and of aesthetic qualities. His aim in this project is 
suggested by a journal entry about wanting to do "a thing that will stand, a thing that will 
bear (that will sustain) repeated contemplation, and that will (in a 'deep' enough way) 
reward the beholder." 155 It seems to me Lax did not mean these poems to be "read" in the 
traditional sense, but meditated upon, just as they were written in a contemplative state. 
In them, Lax wants to put before the reader an aspect of God's creation, and putting it on 
a page in the form of "poetry" encourages greater attention than the object might 
otherwise receive. The poetry is functional, not formal. As David Athey pointed out in 
one of our conversations, there is a kinship with Zen koans. The functionality of the 
poems also brings to mind Merton's essay on the Shakers, an American Christian sect 
that produced furniture of"extraordinary unselfconscious beauty and simplicity" because 
they "sought only to build honest buildings and to make honest and sturdy pieces of 
furniture." Merton wrote that they "worked well because their work was a worship 
offered to God in the sight of his angels." 156 The same might be said ofLax, who not only 
stirred soup but wrote poems "as a form of meditation or prayer." So while his abstract 
minimalist work might affect a distant reader, its first purpose was to focus Lax on what 
was in front ofhim-a holy, and therefore beautiful, part of God's Creation. 
As he often said, Lax had come to Greece looking for a quiet and inexpensive 
place to live and work for a few months. But he stayed because he found the perfect 
environment for living and working, which were indivisible for Lax. He found islands of 
classical beauty, full ofliving symbols in the form ofrocks, plants, animals, and humans. 
155 Ibid, p. 225 . 
156 Merton, Mystics and Zen Masters, pp. 196, 198. 
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On the lips of these people he found ancient wisdom in the service of the practical art of 
living, an art he sorely needed to learn. He found both a landscape and a people bare of 
artificiality, where he could learn to inhabit the world and his own body with joy and 
thanksgiving. It was a place where he could finally see the outside and inside in harmony 
together. James Forest, who knew Lax when he was Roving Editor for Jubilee, suggested 
one reason this was more possible in Greece than elsewhere. He wrote, "One of the major 
pluses of Orthodox culture is its insistence on connecting the physical and the spiritual. It 
has to do with the great emphasis in Orthodox theology on the incarnation. I wonder if 
this was a factor in Lax making Greece his home?" 157 On these Greek islands, an 
abstracted intellectual who sometimes felt like a "disembodied spirit" could become 
incarnated himself, and see the glory of God embodied all around him. It was a place that 
must have sometimes seemed to him, an Eden in which he could be Adam, not 
commenting on or judging the things he saw, but merely naming them ("earth/ earth// 
seal/ sea"). As C. K. Williams said, "the essence ofhis work[ .. . ] is affirmation."158 Like 
Merton's saint who "is capable oftalking about the world without any explicit reference 
to God,"159 Lax took what Uebbing called "metaphorical restraint" 160 to the maximum 
possible for any poet. He believed it was his job as a poet and a person to praise and 
thank God for His grace, returning grace to the Giver in what he felt to be a natural cycle. 
He finally realized there were no better terms in which to praise God than the terms He 
had set at the Creation of the world: that is, the rocks, trees, animals, and people He 
157 James Forest, e-mail to the author, March 14, 2007. 
158 The ABCs of Robert Lax, p. 183. 
159 Merton, Seeds of Contemplation, p. 21. 
160 Lax, Love Had a Compass, p. x.ii. 
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created. The early poem serving as an epigraph to A Thing That Is, written in the 1940s 
before Lax had come to Greece, expresses this "cosmic humility" best: 
There is no poem, no painting 
that will hold on paper or canvas 
the look of the three trees 
standing in the valley 
with their young green leaves. 
They are three girls 
pouring speech like water 
poised and waiting 
for their dancing lesson. 
They are three girls on tiptoe 
with arms uplifted 
dancing in the valley' s early light. 
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Conclusion 
In this thesis, we have moved with Lax from Creation to wandering and back to 
Eden. In each section, a sequence ofLax's poems served as a touchstone. For Creation, it 
was The Circus of the Sun, a lyrical work that used metaphor and even allegory to praise 
God for the making of the world. Port City: The Marseille Diaries was representative of 
Lax's life between New York and Patmos, which was the period that acted as a portal 
into the world for the poet. In Marseille he saw the mundane as part and parcel of the 
divine in a transfiguring vision that freed him from the need to seclude himself in 
monasteries and lose himself in interior contemplation. Finally, A Thing That Is aptly 
sums up the time in Lax's life in which he learned to see what is, as it is-which for him 
meant things in their God-given sanctity. There is of course overlap between these 
periods in his life, but I hope I have given a sense ofLax' s movement from an over-
spiritualized angel hovering in air watching God create the world; through a period of 
wandering and poverty in which Lax learned to live as a man among men; to a newly 
discovered Eden in Greece, where not only people but the very rocks bespoke the order 
and purpose of God. This sense of movement has at least helped me to better understand 
Lax' s poetry, which in some ways becomes harder for me to appreciate as it grows 
simpler and less artificial. I am certainly not the first to try to give an account of his life 
or its meaning: S. T. Georgiou, in a dissertation called Sea and Sky: The Spiritual 
Dimensions of Minima/ism, gives an exhaustive overview of his life, work, and 
influences. He also perceived a path in Lax's life, a paring down that was reflected in his 
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work and takes its origin from the apophatic tradition of Christian mysticism (with 
parallels in Zen Buddhism, Taoism, and Kabbalah). This is certainly a valid 
interpretation. My own thesis is meant only to emphasize other aspects ofLax' s 
movement through life, highlighting the Scriptural influences on his view of Creation and 
the importance Lax saw in embracing and embodying the physical (because it is not 
separate from the divine). Further discussions, for instance of more personal Taoist and 
Zen influences on Lax (partly mediated through Merton' s writings), of collaboration with 
the illustrator Emil Antonucci, and of what criteria to use in evaluating Lax' s work, await 
another occasion. But I hope I have at least given some sense of the poet's life as a 
dynamic learning process that moved through space and time on pilgrimage to, in 
Merton's words, "a mythical source, a place of 'origin,' the 'home' where the ancestors 
came from, the mountain where the ancient fathers were in direct communication with 
heaven, the place of the creation of the world, paradise itself, with its sacred tree of life." 
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